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Summary: After discovering a Precursor artifact, the UNSC Infinity 
and the Sangheili Shadow of Intent are transported to a universe 
unlike anything they have ever seen, and forced into a war against a 
foe they never could have imagined: the Reapers. Alliances are 
founded, friendships are formed, and decisions are made that will 
change this galaxy forever. Post Halo 4, Pre ME3. AU 


1 . Chapter 1 : Gateway 

**Authors Note: So this is my first attempt at a Halo/Mass Effect 
crossover, and this chapter is more a pilot chapter than anything 
else, I just want to see how it will be received. This story takes 
place after Halo 4, and a short time before Mass Effect 3.** 

**That being said, there are some changes that I have made, mainly in 
the Halo universe. Eirstly, Noble Team, as well as Cortana, are both 
alive. I will explain this later in the story.** 

**Keep in mind that this story is Alternate Universe, and I have 
semi-creative rights. I'm not going to change anything fundamental, 
but there will be some minor changes and addition.** 

**Special thanks to my beta JonHarper, who has been with me 
throughout most of Halo: New Horizons, and I am glad to say will be 
accompanying me throughout this story as well.** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is 
mine . * * 

**En joy . ** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Chapter One: Gateway<strong> 



**UNSC **_**Inf inity, **_**Deep Space** 

**March i****st****, 2560** 

With a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and a datapad in the other. 
Admiral Thomas Lasky walked easily onto the bridge. The two Marine 
bridge guards saluted, and Lasky nodded at them as the bridge doors 
slid open at his approach. 

As he stepped past the threshold, the familiar sounds of the 
_Infinity_'s command and control center drifted into his ears. 

Presses on holographic keyboards, the crackle of comm channels, and 
quiet conversation. His eyes took comfort in the sight of walls 
bordered by ops terminals and those who worked them, the central 
holotables, and the forward viewport, which gave a clear view into 
the inky blackness of space. This was his element, and where he had 
felt most at home for several years. 

Lasky 's eyes met with Sergeant Julius, the leader of the bridge 
guard. "Admiral on deck!" he acknowledged, snapping to attention and 
raising a crisp salute while the rest of the Bridge officers did the 
same. The Admiral touched his datapad to his temple and gave an easy 
smile. "As you were." 

He settled into his command chair and took a swig of his coffee. 

Bland and bitter, but that couldn't be helped. What did matter 
though, was that the energy from the caffeine started having 
immediate effect. Setting the drink down on an armrest, Lasky began 
to thumb through his datapad, checking for any important 
messages . 

Not finding any, the Admiral tapped in a few commands and brought up 
his guilty pleasure: the weekly War Games results between the 
_Infinity's_ Spartan-IV teams. The recent wargame competitions had 
been the brain child of the Master Chief and the culmination of over 
5 months of intense training courtesy of both Blue and Noble Teams. 
There had been a noticeable improvement in the performance of the 
Teams during their training, so much so that the Chief had rated the 
S-IV teams' performance as 'passing.' High praise indeed coming from 
_the_ Master Chief. Nevertheless, a strong spirit of competition had 
risen amongst the teams as a result, and Commander Carter had 
organized a series of wargames to find out which team really was the 
best of the best. 

Lasky checked his chrono out of the corner of his eye, Monday, 2:00 
a.m. Not that night and day mattered that much on a warship, as you 
aligned yourself around your shift, but it did mean that all of the 
wins and losses would have been reported. 

Scrolling through the data, Lasky raised his eyebrows upon seeing 
that Crimson and Majestic Teams, two of the top ranked S-IV squads on 
the ship, had fought each other to a draw for the top spot. 
Surprising, considering that Crimson had a long history of victory 
over Majestic, but that gap had been slowly closing over the past 
five months. Any more thoughts he had on that line were interrupted 
when he saw that Castle team had thoughtfully trounced Lancer team in 
an incredible upset in the third round. 


Lasky scowled, he had bet Sergeant Julius a bottle of scotch on a 



Lancer victory. He looked over to the Sergeants post, only to see a 
knowing grin plastered on his face. Lasky waved a hand in his general 
direction, and couldn't help but chuckle to himself. He took another 
sip of coffee, letting the sounds and conversations throughout the 
bridge wash over him. 

"... I still don't understand why our shore leave had to be postponed 
for a couple of squidheads . " 

"A couple? I wouldn't count an entire Assault Carrier as 'a couple, ' 
Hernandez . " 

"Whatever, Lewis. But all I'm saying is that right now, I could be 
relaxing on a beach in the Dominican, a beer in one hand and a girl 
in the other. But instead, I'm stuck in the middle of space waiting 
for _his majesty the Arbiter_. " 

"You forget Hernandez, the Arbiter played as much as a role in saving 
the galaxy from the flood as Master Chief did." 

"Oh sure. But where was he when the Didact attacked Earth? Too busy 
'repopulating' on Sanghelios if ya know what I mean." 

Lasky took that moment to interrupt. "While we were fighting the 
Didact, the Arbiter was up to his neck trying to protect Sanghelios 
from a Loyalist fleet. There was nothing he could have done to help 
us, and we would have done the same if we were in his position. I 
understand you still have some strong feelings towards the Sangheili 
Lieutenant Hernandez, but you have to remember that we are 
allies . " 

"Sorry Admiral, you're right," was the response of the _Infinity_'s 
Chief Weapons officer. 

Lieutenant Lewis, the comms officer, swiveled in her chair so that 
she was facing Lasky. "This is still a little strange sir. We've 
heard almost nothing from the Sangheili for two years, then their 
leader rings up Highcom on an encrypted channel and asks to meet in 
the middle of nowhere?" 

"You're right lieutenant, there is something off about it. But Thel 
is a friend, and I am sure that whatever he wants to discuss, 
especially with this sort of secrecy, has to be important." 

The unusual situation had gotten Lasky thinking. It had been eight 
years since the end of the Human-Covenant war, and three since the 
Master Chief had defeated the Didact. During that time, the alliance 
that had been brokered between Humanity and the Sangheili by the 
Arbiter had remained... cordial. 

Hostilities had immediately ceased between the two factions, but 
after almost thirty years of brutal war each side was still more than 
a little wary of the other. Sure, there had been a few exchanges of 
knowledge, minor technologies had been swapped from warships on both 
sides, and there was a tentative trade agreement. 

However, the general consensus among the human colonies was that 
humanity was far better off trying to rebuild the infrastructure and 
fortify the defenses of the planets that they still possessed, as 
well as continue the almost frantic search for Forerunner technology. 



Involving themselves in the happenstances of their former enemy was 
considered to be unwarranted, and a drain of their already limited 
resources . 

The Sangheili have echoed this response, too caught up in trying to 
secure their own worlds and fleets while at the same time being 
embroiled in a civil war with the remnants of the Covenant Loyalists, 
those still loyal to Jul M'Dama and the Storm. 

And recent Storm activity on the border of the outer colonies had 
been giving HIGHCOM some sleepless nights. Orders had been dispatched 
to_ Infinity_ to link up with Task Force _Yorktown_ after a short 
shore leave, and then investigate the Storm sightings. They _Infinity 
_had been loaded up before thier patrol for a long-term deployment, 
and Lasky had been told to deal with any Loyalists he encountered in 
any way he saw fit. The Seperatist Sangheili leadership had been 
informed of the UNSC's intentions so as not to make themaC 1 skittish 
about a UNSC battlegroup operating close to their 
territory . 

Needless to say, both sides had been far too focused in their own 
dealings to pay much attention to the other, so when the leader of 
the Separatist Sangheili had contacted the UNSC asking for a meeting 
in the middle of deep space, more than a few eyebrows had been 
raised. Especially on the verge of _Infinity_ linking up with 
Battle-group _Yorktown_. 

"But what if it isn't the _Shadow of Intent _coming to meet us? What 
if this is some loyalist trap? I love popping Covie ships as much as 
the next weapons officer Admiral, but we're only one ship," 
questioned Hernandez. 

"That's been taken into account, and is why our shields are up and 
slipspace drives charged. Isn't that right Roland?" 

On the central holotable, the small, orange tinted figure of a human 
male dressed in the heavy fur coats and pullover hat of a World War 
Two bomber pilot materialized into view. 

"Aye, aye Admiral, shields peaking at one hundred percent and we're 
ready to jump at your word," relayed the _Infinity's_ resident 
Artificial Intelligence. 

Lasky nodded. "Excellent. How much longer until the _Shadow of Intent 
_arrives ? " 

"Shouldn't be too much longer, we pinged their slipspace signature 
when they were ten minutes away, and that was three minutes ago, " 
replied Roland. 

"Very well," said Lasky, "keep me posted." 

The remaining minutes passed quickly and in relative silence, with 
the bridge crew getting ready for their guest's arrival. 

Lasky 's eyes were diverted away from his datapad from Roland's 
announcement: "Admiral, slipspace portal opening up a few thousand 
kilometers off of our bow. Size and readings typical with that of a 
CAS-class Assault Carrier." 



Even from this distance, Lasky could see the purple-black of the 
slipspace portal distorting the space around it, silhouetted against 
the stars. 

Out of the portal smoothly emerged a large, gleaming, silver warship 
with a bulbous, whale-like front, a sleek silhouette, and a unique 
hooked bow section. The vessel, clearly a warship, radiated 
gracefulness, but Lasky knew that hidden beneath the curved lines and 
sleek hull was enough firepower to take on a small fleet. 

"Admiral, sensor readings identify the ship as the _Shadow of 
Intent_. They're holding steady at their current position and their 
shields are up, but their weapons are cold like ours." he heard from 
Roland . 

"Sir, the Arbiter has requested permission to take a Phantom over and 
dock," said Lewis. 

"Granted. Direct his dropship to the bridge hangar bay, " replied 
Lasky. "Tell him that I'll be there to greet him in person." 

Lewis nodded, and with that Lasky stood up out of his chair and made 
for the hallways. 

Stepping out of the bridge, Lasky saw a gathering of six marines in 
the corridor, along with a single Spartan-IV adorned in pale-white 
MJOLNIR Gen-II power armor. As Lasky approached the group, the 
marines fell in formation behind him, and the Spartan took step 
besides him. 

"Commander Palmer," addressed Lasky. 

"Admiral, " replied the commander Alpha Company, one of the 
_Infinity_'s three Spartan-IV companies, and his close friend. 

Lasky glanced up at Palmer, a few inches taller than he was in her 
armor, and saw her short brunette ponytail bounce as her eyes met 
his . 

"Permission to be honest sir?" asked Palmer. 

Lasky smirked at the formality. The two had known each other long 
enough that when they were alone, they barely bothered with such 
formalities. "Granted," he answered. 

"I'm not so sure how I feel about letting the leader of the Elites 
onto the _Infinity_ sir." she said. 

Lasky nodded in understanding. When first unveiled, the _Infinity_ 
had been advertised as the peak of human achievement up to that 
point. While they weren't wrong, the _Infinity_ was indeed the most 
powerful and technologically advanced ship humans had ever built, 
Eleetcom certainly did its best to keep it away from prying eyes, 
especially after Requiem. Eor the past couple of years, Lasky 's ship 
had been relegated to morale-boosting tours, naval demonstrations and 
exercises, patrols, and numerous minor counter-insurgency actions 
across UNSC space. 


"It's alright Sara, the Arbiter's just here to talk." 



Palmer relaxed at the establishment of first names. "I know that Tom, 
what worries me is what exactly he's here to talk about. It's been 
nearly two years since we've heard anything from the Sangheili 
leadership, and all of this time we've assumed that silence was 
good . " 

"I understand your concern Palmer, those facts have not been lost on 


"Also, there's a rumor going around on the ship that the Elites might 
have found a Forerunner artifact, maybe another Halo. I mean, they 
never told us that they _wouldn't_ look for Forerunner tech. Admiral, 
what if they found the Flood again, and they're being slaughtered and 
are coming to us out of desperation?" 

"The Flood is gone, destroyed with the Ark." Lasky said coldly. Even 
so, he felt shivers run down his spine. Every human had seen the 
vids, whether it be from Earth, or if they had the right security 
clearnace like him, footage from the Halo arrays. If there was one 
thing that Lasky hoped he would never see in person, it was the 
Flood. Thankfully his concern was widely shared, resulting in 
extremely strict procedures involving the excavation and analysis 
process whenever Forerunner tech was discovered. 

They rounded a corner, the door to the bridge hangar in sight toward 
the end of the corridor. 

"Still sir, I can't shake this funny feeling I have in my gut. I mean 
we're overstocked for a long term deployment and every branch has 
gotten quite a bit of new toys." 

Lasky nodded, thinking back to the reports his quartermasters had 
sent him. UNSC R&D had indeed given the _Infinity_ an unusual amount 
of new tech. Most weren't anything major, a few upgrades to 
ammunition or weapons or computer systems, but there were a few 
things that had people excited. Word on the ship was that the ODST ' s 
were giggling like school girls at some new armor they got. He 
reminded himself to ask Lieutenant Colonel Dare about that when he 
got a chance . 

Palmer frowned, "Think this sudden face to face with the Elites has 
anything to do with our pending redeployment?" 

"Well we're about to find out. Don't come across as _too 
_threatening, but stay on your guard, " said Lasky, to which Palmer 
just nodded, detaching her helmet from her belt sliding it over her 
head . 

The eight figures entered the small hangar, dominated on one side by 
the angular hull of a Pelican dropship, and the other by the rounded 
greens of a Covenant Phantom. 

Standing tall and proud just in front of the Phantom was the Arbiter 
himself. Lasky strode towards him, eying the intricate engravings 
adorning his dull gray armor. He then noted the energy sword and 
plasma rifle attached to his hips. Two Sangheili dressed in 
silver-white armor flanked the Arbiter, similarly armed, and Lasky 
recognized them as Sangheili Spec-Ops warriors. 

Lasky was not intimidated, as he was confident in the ability of 



Palmer and the Marines to keep him safe. If worst came to worst, he 
had the pistol on his right hip, and ever since Requiem, UNSC Naval 
EDO's have been upgraded with armor plating in vital areas. Not 
enough to stop a direct blow from an Energy Sword, but enough to 
protect him from a glancing plasma shot. 

The UNSC Admiral stayed on his course, towards the alien much larger 
than himself. 

As Lasky approached, the Arbiter bowed his head in a sign of respect 
and clutched his right arm across his chest. 

"Admiral Lasky. I am deeply grateful that you have granted me this 
audience," the Sangheili said in his deep, baritone voice. 

"Of course Arbiter. Welcome to the _Infinity_, it's an honor to have 
you aboard. Shall we go to the conference room?" answered Lasky, his 
voice calm and confident. 

The Arbiter nodded, then turned to his two guards and raised a hand, 
signaling them to stay with the Phantom. 

Lasky looked at Palmer, and she turned to the Marines, telling them 
through their helmet radios to stay within the hangar as well. She 
then turned back to Lasky and nodded. 

Lasky gestured towards the Arbiter, and the two began their walk to 
the bridge conference room in silence. Palmer falling in a 
respectable distance behind. 

When they reached their destination Lasky told Palmer to stand guard 
outside the door. 

Lasky entered, and saw the Elite pacing back and forth with his hands 
behind his back, head stooped. "I trust that there are not any 
outside ears listening in Admiral." 

The UNSC officer peered towards the ceiling. "Roland, that means you. 
That's an order." 

Lasky was met by silence but he knew the willful AI would follow his 
orders. Cortana was another matter entirely. Thankfully she wasn't in 
the ships systems at the moment. He nodded towards the 
Arbiter . 

"I'll get right to it Admiral." the Sangheili began, stopping his 
movement and facing Lasky. "We've discovered something, and we need 
your help . " 

Lasky furrowed his eyebrows. "Discovered what?" 

The Arbiter reached into a pouch in his armor and withdrew a flat 
disk, setting it on the central table. Erom the disk sprang a 
holograph of what looked like nothing more than a small round sphere. 
A set of coordinates that Lasky didn't recognize was floating off to 
the side. 

Lasky was puzzled. "What is it?" 


"We don't know." answered the Arbiter. "On her patrol route, one of 



our cruisers, the _Ancestral Light_, was picking up some unusual 
sensor readings and diverted to investigate. The ship managed to 
transmit this picture just before we lost all contact. Another 
cruiser, the _Divine Sustenance_, was also sent, but has not reported 
in since . " 

"You've heard nothing?" asked Lasky, still looking at the blurry 
sphere . 

"No Admiral, nothing. The Sangheili Council had dismissed the 
discovery as unimportant and are unwilling to send more ships to 
ascertain the objects nature, especially after the supposed loss of 

two cruisers. They said that they _didn't want to weaken our 

defenses, _ even though there has been no sign of the Loyalists in 
three months. Technically, I am not even supposed to be here, the 
_Shadow of Intent_ is currently supposed to be conducting long range 
reconnaissance . " 

The Arbiter's mandibles pressed together in what Lasky assumed was 
the equivalent to pursing ones lips, and his tone grew sorrowful. "I 
knew the Shipmaster of the _Ancestral Light_, he was a good friend. 

He and his ship have stood by my side for many years, and now all 
that remains of him is this, " he said, waving at the holographic 
sphere . 

"I want to know what happened to my Sangheili Admiral, and I want to 
know what caused their disappearance. This object... What few 
scientists we have were unable to determine what it was or its 
purpose, based on the extremely limited information we have." 

"So that is why I am here. I need your help Admiral, humanity's help. 
I know that you have entire departments within your navy dedicated to 
the study and research of such artifacts. We would as well, but we 
lack both the knowledge and the personnel to do so." 

Lasky put a hand to his chin. "So what exactly are you asking of the 
_Infinity_? To accompany you to this artifact? Why not just go 
yourself, the _Shadow of Intent_ is more than a powerful enough 
ship . " 

The Arbiter paused. "... I will admit Admiral, I am a little 
apprehensive about going alone, as well as the crew. Yet, when we 
asked for help we were not expecting a response at all from the 
humans, let alone sending their most powerful warships." 

"Humanity and the Separatist Covenant are allies Arbiter, and we do 
our best to uphold that alliance, " said Lasky as convincingly as he 
could. "But I have to be practical here, what's in it for us?" 

The Arbiter couldn't help but chuckle to himself. "I knew that 
question would come up sooner or later. It appears that is one area 
where humanity and Sangheili are the same, at least in these 
times ..." 

The Elite's expression became more serious. "Admiral, all I want is 
to find out what happened to my crews. Anything involving the 
artifact we will leave to you: study, research, and anything else. I 
just ask that whatever information you may recover from it not be 
used to bring harm to the Sangheili." 



Lasky stood there, then nodded slightly. "Alright. I'll have to talk 
to Admiral Hood, but I don't see why he wouldn't agree, as word is 
you two are good friends." 

The Arbiter nodded. "Yes... Lord Hood is an honorable man, and has 
earned the respect of many Sangheili, including myself. In fact a€" 


"Admiral, urgent message from Fleetcom coming through, it's Admiral 
Hood, " interrupted Roland. 

Lasky raised his eyebrows. "Admiral Hood? How 
urgent ? " 

"Delta-classif icat ion sir." 

Lasky paled. Delta level classif icat ion? Shit. This was either 
extremely bad or extremely good. The Arbiter noticed the sudden 
change in Lasky 's mood, and his mandibles opened and closed in an 
unconscious show of confusion. 

"Arbiter... If you'll excuse me for a moment," said Lasky curtly, 
stepping out of the conference room. He hurried to his private office 
and activated the video terminal, straightening his EDO's as he did 
so . 

Within seconds, the chiseled face of Fleet Admiral Sir Terrance Hood 
replaced the black and gray static. 

"Sir!" said Lasky saluting, which Hood promptly returned. 

"I'll cut to the chase Admiral. Scientists deciphering a Forerunner 
archive at ONI Research Facility Trevelyan have found something. This 
decryption is incomplete, but from what we have managed to uncover is 
that the archive was recorded by the Librarian during the waning 
stages of the Flood War, and it mentions the discovery of an object 
believed to be of Precursor origin. The archive states that she had 
to abandon study the object due to the Flood, but our scientists have 
managed to extrapolate modern coordinates using Forerunner star 
charts included in the archive. The location has been sent to your 
ships A . I . " 

Lasky pursed his lips. This was a little too coincidental for his 
likes . 

"Admiral Lasky, these are the same coordinated of the object the 
Arbiter wished to investigate, " he heard a disembodied Roland 
say . 

"Roland, I thought I ordered you to stay out of the conference room?" 
Lasky asked, aggravated. 

"I did sir, but I may or may not have scanned the Arbiters holo 
device and its contents when he landed." 

"Damn, have the Elites beat us to it? This could make things more... 
complicated, " said Hood, putting a hand to his chin. 

"Not necessarily sir, " replied Lasky, "the Arbiter and the Sangheili 
do not know of the purpose or origin of the object. All they _do_ 



know is that they lost two of their cruisers trying to investigate 
it, and that the Sangheili Council have decided not to look into it 
further at the moment. All the Arbiter wants is to find out what 
happened to his crews, he said that he would let us have full 
'custody' of the object." 

"Well, I doubt that he knew this object could likely be Precursor 
either, " chimed in Roland. 

"Hmmmm..." mumbled Hood. "Alright. We contacted you because you are 
the closest UNSC ship to the object. Task Force _Yorktown_ has just 
finished their replenishment operations, they'll be shipping out 
within the hour. I'm diverting them to rendezvous with you at the 
coordinates of this construct rather than at Novus, but it will be a 
couple of days until they get there." 

"I've already plotted a course Admiral Lasky, it will take just under 
four hours to get there, " informed Roland. 

"Good," said Hood. "Lasky, this is what you're going to do. Go to the 
coordinates, help the Arbiter find out what happened to his crews if 
you can, and try to get him to leave as soon as possible. Do **not** 
mention the circumstances surrounding our discovery of the object. In 
fact, don't mention we know about it at all. Run some preliminary 
tests, but stay cautious until the _Yorktown_ science team arrives in 
two days. A lot of people were foaming at the mouth at the uttering 
of the word 'Precursor, ' and both you and I know the implications of 
letting it fall into any hands that are not ours." 

"Yes Admiral." acknowledged Lasky. 

"You know what to do Lasky. Hood out." 

With that the connection was cut, and Lasky took a deep breath. He 
exited his office, walking quickly back to the conference room where 
he had left the Arbiter. 

As he entered the Sangheili looked up at him and asked, "Is 
everything alright Admiral?" 

Lasky did nothing but nod, trying his best to show no emotion. "The 
situation is under control. Now, let's go find out what happened to 
your crews . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC <strong>_* * Infinity* *_ 

"What am I looking at, Roland?" 

The _Infinity _and _Shadow of Intent_ were holding at the edge of 
maximum sensor range, and had just arrived in-system. 

"I'm not sure Admiral, but it sure as hell is giving off some crazy 
readings. See for yourself." 

Lasky 's datapad lit up, and the UNSC Admiral scrolled through the 
data. He couldn't believe what he was seeing. The 'object' in 
question was a rounded sphere of unknown composition the size of the 
basketball. That wasn't what was unusual, but the fact that it was 



giving off a gravitational field three times larger than Sol _was_. 
Lasky didn't even begin to try to think of how dense the thing 
was . 

"Are these readings accurate Roland? Are you sure that something 
isn't wrong with the sensors?" Lasky asked. 

"No Admiral, I've checked the data hundreds of thousands of times. 
It's correct, " replied the A. I. 

The sensors also showed the sheared remains of two Covenant Cruisers 
orbiting the object. 

"They probably jumped in too close and were caught in the gravity 
well, unable to escape until they were crushed, " hypothesized 
Hernandez . 

"Well, at least we know what happened to the Arbiter's ships." 
muttered Lasky. 

"Sir, comm coming through from the _Shadow of Intent_. " revealed 
Lewis . 

"Put it through," ordered Lasky. 

The distinct voice of the Arbiter resonated throughout the bridge. 
_"Admiral Lasky, we've found what we've come here for. At least we 
have closure now. We will be returning to our original assignment 
soon, this object is all yours . 

The link closed, but Lasky noticed that he got a message on his 
datapad. It was from the Arbiter, most likely relayed through 
Roland . 

It read: _Be careful Admiral with this object, _ _there is something 
about this that doesn't feel... normal_. 

Lasky put the datapad down and slowly walked over to the forward 
viewport. Even though he couldn't see the object at this distance, i 
certainly felt like he could _feel_ it. It made him uneasy, and a 
strange gnawing sensation formed near the back of his head. 

"I... I don't like this. Helm, prep the slipspace generators, let's 
back away to a farther dista a€" " 

"Woah... Admiral? The sensor readings just spiked off the charts!" 
said Lewis . 

In a moment that reminded Lasky of the _Infinity_ being scanned by 
the Didact on Requiem, a minor shockwave shook its way through the 
ship, vibrating the chairs and terminals and causing Lasky to grit 
his teeth. 

"What was that - Roland?" asked the Admiral. 

"I don't know sir, some kind of energy pulse... It's not like 
anything I've ever seen. I recommend relocating the _Infinity_ to a 
greater distance." 

"Agreed, prepare the ship for slipspace transia€" " 



Time seemed to pause for Lasky, as he suddenly felt a gut-wrenching 
falling sensation. The bridge of the _Infinity_ dissipated around 
him . 

He found himself in... Well, he didn't know where he was. He was 
standing, but on what, he had no idea. His entire world was a stark, 
blinding white light that seemed to penetrate every molecule of air. 
Lasky squinted, he tried shielding his eyes with his hand, yet still 
the light was there. He closed his eyes, yet instead of the cooling 
black of the back of his eyelids, the white still prevailed. He began 
to get dizzy and stumbled, yet he did not fall. 

"Where am I?" he asked, yet his mouth didn't move, his words only 
echoing in his head. 

Then, a voice spoke. Lasky didn't so much hear it as he did _feel_ 
it, unknown vibrations rumbling through his body, somehow forming 
words in his mind. 

"_Hello Thomas Lasky. 

Lasky was startled at the sudden voice, yet at the same time calmed, 
as if he had heard it before. "Who are you? How do you know my 
name? " 


"_I know all of your names. Were it not for my actions, your species, 
as well as every other in this galaxy, would have perished to the 
Flood long ago. It is my geas that has guided your path to ascend to 
the Mantle. 

If Lasky could move his jaw it would have dropped. 

"Librarian? " 

"_Yes and no. The Librarian, the true Librarian, died with the firing 
of the Halo Arrays long ago. I am but a ghost of her former self, a 
shell with only a single purpose. 

"What purpose would that be?" 

"_To relay the circumstances and purpose of this object. 

"So you are a recording of the Librarian. Like the one on Requiem. 

Why am I here? What is happening?" Lasky asked. He has so many 
questions that he couldn't help but barrage this copy of the 
Librarian . 

"_Yes, we can be compared to the copy on into Requiem. But in order 
to understand why you are here, you first must understand why _I _am 
here. In the waning stages of the Flood-Forerunner war, while the 
Librarian was collecting species for the Index, she came across this 
object . 

"What is it?" 

"_The Librarian's studies determined that it was not of our building. 
It was determined to be... Precursor. The Librarian knew that she 
couldn't reveal to anyone else, and she frantically tried to learn 
everything she could about it. There was so much left unknown, its 
composition, its age, among other things. But what she _did_ manage 



to uncover was its purpose. 

Lasky felt that his heart stopped in anticipation. 

"_This object is a Gateway. A door waiting to be opened. A portal, 
you might say."_ 

"A portal to where?" 

"_The Librarian did not know. She couldn't determine that based on 
the information she could decode. But she _did _know that wherever it 
led, it wasn't here. You have to understand. The Forerunners were 
getting desperate to find a way to continue their own existence. The 
Librarian, however, was not concerned with such petty things as her 
own survival. It was her responsibility to ensure the survival of 
species that did not deserve the horrors of the Flood that we brought 
upon ourselves. And that was not a responsibility she took 
lightly . 

"So what did she do? Did she use this 'Gateway'?" 

"_Yes. The Librarian utilized every resource, explored every option, 
took every step that she could to ensure the repopulation of the 
galaxy after the firing of the Halo Arrays. While her main focus was 
preserving species through the Ark, the Halo Arrays, and her 
seedships, she did not discount this... unique opportunity. She sent 
a seedship populated solely with humans through this Gateway, with 
automated processes to find a habitable planet and distribute its 
cargo. However, these humans were special. They were not implanted 
with the geas, that which guides all species. 

Lasky was puzzled. "Why such the emphasis on Humanity?" 

"_Though most Forerunners did not want to acknowledge it, we were not 
the ones destined to inherit the Mantle. The Librarian, however, was 
fully aware of this. She remembered the greatness that Humanity had 
achieved before the Forerunners cast them down back into darkness, 
and knew that you were destined for the responsibility that we could 
not be trusted with. She had thought, no, she had _known_, that 
Humanity was the species that would take the Mantle of 
Responsibility. That is why she sent Humanity alone through the 
Gateway . 

Lasky was still trying to wrap his head around everything. "So let me 
get this straight... The Librarian sent some humans through this 
Precursor Gateway in a hope that a habitable planet would be at the 
other end. How did you know it would work? How did you know that this 
Gateway didn't lead to the middle of a star or a blackhole, or 
nothingness ? " 

"_She didn't. There were so many unknown variables that she just 
didn't have the time to take into account . The Librarian acted with 
the full knowledge that this plan had such an astronomically small 
chance of success. In fact, she wasn't even certain that this Gateway 
was indeed a transportation device of some kind. That did not stop 
her though. _ 

"Well, did it work?" 

"_Unknown. The seedship did disappear upon activation of the object. 



but where it went cannot be determined." 


Lasky would have scratched his head if he could. "Explain something 
to me, how are you here?" 

"_The Librarian found a way to integrate a copy of herself into this 
object. How she did so... I am not sure. That data has been corrupted 
over time. The only reason I am here is to explain the circumstances 
surrounding this object, in case some other species came along. You 
are the first. "_ 

"You certainly did a good job of 'explaining' this object to those 
two Sangheili Cruisers." 

"_That could not be helped. The Sangheili vessels jumped much too 
close to the objects gravity well to be able to escape. Nature took 
care of the rest. Regrettable, but I am pleased to see that the 
Sangheili have achieved spaceflight, as well as Humanity. 

"Wait, you mean you didn't know? Humans have possessed spaceflight 
for hundreds of years, the Sangheili for much longer than 
that . " 

"_No, I was not aware. I am limited only to the immediate range of 
this object, nothing more. Also, it is not within my capabilities to 
do anything other than wait for its discovery, and be ready to relay 
the information that was stored within me. The object has deemed that 
action is necessary. It has called you here."_ 

"It called us here? No, we came here on our own accord." He got 
another feeling in the back of his mind that that wasn't the 
case 

"_If that is what you believe. 

"If we were 'called' here, why? For what purpose?" 

"_I do not know. But the object demands action. 

"How is the object 'demanding' anything? Isn't it 
inanimate? " 

"_No... Yes... Unknown. We have insufficient data in that regard. 

This object appears to be Precursor, of those who came even before 
us, and were more powerful than anything this galaxy has ever seen. 
The full capabilities of this construct is not known. Strange... it 
appears that the object is... what 

The tone of the voice became much more serious, panicked even. 
"_Humanity is threatened. You _must_ go through the 
Gateway . 

Lasky 's heart dropped into his stomach, was this AI construct 
rampant? "Whoa whoa whoa, we can't... you can't make us - we can't 
go! You don't even know where it leads! You can't just take us from 
our own galaxy and throw us somewhere else!" 

"_Irrelevant . The object has spoken. You are the only thing that can 
prevent this Humanity's destruction. It is not your choice, rather 
the choice of beings larger than both you and I. May the Mantle ever 



guide you."_ 

"_This _Humanity? ! " The whiteness began to fade, and Lasky reached 
out his hand towards nothing. "No! Wait!" 

The whiteness completely receded, and Lasky fell into a hard, 
unforgiving black. . . 

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, Location: Unknown** 

Lasky came to with a start. He felt cold metal underneath his hands, 
and blood in his mouth. As his senses came back to him, he could see 
that he was bathed in red emergency lighting, and klaxons blared all 
around him. He immediately recognized that he was still on the 
_Infinity_ bridge, not that... place... that he had been 
before . 

"Admiral!" he heard, as Sergeant Julius came into his field of 
vision, blood trickling down his cheek from a wound on his temple. 
"Get up Admiral!" he said, putting gloved hands around Lasky 's 
midsection . 

The bridge was in disarray. Crew members were writhing on the floor 
in pain, shouting to each other, scared and confused. Lasky struggled 
to his feet with the help of Sergeant Julius. 

"SITREP!" he bellowed, wanting an immediate handle on the 
situation . 

The voice of the A. I. Roland echoed throughout the bridge. 

"Admiral, all major systems are currently undergoing a hard restart. 
Shields are offline. Weapons systems are offline. Slipspace 
capabilities are offline. Sensors are offline. Life support is 
online. Main reactors are offline. Secondary reactors are offline. 
Tertiary reactors are online. Central power is offline. Emergency 
power is online." 

"What the hell happened!" yelled Lasky, although in his gut he had a 
feeling he already knew. 

"Unknown sir, not enough data to determine our circumstances , " 
replied Roland. 

Just then, the emergency lighting cut out, only to be replaced 
seconds later by dull white, flickering lights. 

"Secondary reactors online. There is sufficient power to activate our 
sensor suite, " said Roland. 

"Do it! Eind out what's going on!" ordered Lasky. 

"Analyzing.. Admiral, we are 284,958 kilometers away from a large 
terrestrial planet, initial scans show a heavily populated and 
industrialized surface. The planet does not match with any in the 
UNSC database. Warning: seventy-two unknown signatures ranging from 
corvette to destroyer class detected holding above the planet. Heat 
output typical with those of warship class. They are now gathering 
together in a defensive position and orienting towards us." 



That got Lasky's attention. If these vessels had hostile intent, 
there wasn't a damn thing the _Infinity_ could do about it. It was 
every ship commander's worst nightmare. "Unknown warships? 

Forerunner? " 

"Not likely, signatures do not match typical composition of 
Forerunner vessels." 

"Covenant? Insurrectionists?" asked Lasky. 

"Maybe, but if they are, these aren't any type of ships we've 
encountered. The Innies usually just repurpose our own... these are 
of a remarkably different design." 

"Can you show me?" 

"No. There's not enough power to operate a vidscreen without 
compromising what little systems we have left." 

Lasky inhaled through his teeth. "Is our situation that bad that 
turning on a single vidscreen will deactivate our sensors?" 

"Yes sir. I'm operating below the minimum power requirements as it 

is . " 

"What about the _Shadow of Intent?_" Lasky inquired, wondering if 
they got dragged into the same situation that the _Infinity_ was 
in . 

"The Sangheili Assault Carrier is holding approximately eight 
thousand kilometers off our stern, be advised, sensors indicate them 
to be in a similar situation to us. Admiral, I'm detecting small 
signatures typical with strike craft launching from a few of the 
ships and several orbital stations. They are forming a screen in 
front of the main formation of ships." 

Lasky grimaced, both because of his now excruciating headache and in 
light of the current situation. His mind immediately came to the 
conclusion that they had stumbled upon a hidden rebel planet, and ONI 
had made it clear they hadn't accounted for the innies entire fleet. 
But then he remembered his 'talk' with the Librarian. Where had that 
Precursor Gateway brought them? "What about the object that we were 
investigating? Is it still here?" 

"Negative . " 

Lasky could do nothing but assume the worst. Not UNSC, not Covenant, 
not Forerunner. Hell, he would take Insurrectionists right now. 
"Roland, I want our defensive and offensive capabilities back online 
and I wanted it yesterday!" 

The bridge lights dimmed, then went back to emergency red, with 
Roland saying, "Diverting power: shields at one percent and 
rising . " 

Suddenly, the titanium plates that had fallen to protect the bridge 
in the case of a critical systems failure disengaged. 

Lasky's mouth dropped as he was met with a sight that every UNSC 
soldier knew. 



"Planet scans complete... wait... this can't be right," said Roland, 
disbelief bleeding through his sythesized voice as he no doubt ran 
millions more computations. 

The AI looked from his spot on the holotable to Lasky, and UNSC 
officer met his 'eyes.' 

"Admiral, I've ran the topographical scans a thousand times. The 
landmassess, the water bodies... they all match!" 

"This planet is Earth!" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>So what did you think? Don't forget to leave any 
thoughts, suggestions, or constructive criticism in your reviews! I 
will try to respond to everything I can. This chapter was all halo, 
but the next will feature both. Also, quick question: Ashley or 
Kaiden?<strong> 


2. Chapter 2: Decisions 

**Author's Note:** **Wow, just wow... I honestly never expected to 
get such a tremendous response for a first chapter, I am absolutely 
humbled. That being said, that same response just got me so pumped up 
that I just * *_* *had* *_* * to write another chapter for you all. For 
those of you that are following New Horizons, fear not, I'm already a 
third of the way done with Chapter 22 and it will be the next thing I 
release (by the end of the weekend maybe?)** 

**I wholeheartedly thank each of you who was kind enough to drop a 
review or a follow/fave, and I'll try to answer some of you who had 
questions right now. Special shoutout to DuffmanSOOS, as for the 
first review of a story, yours was pretty great to 
see . ** 

**edboy4926: I understand that there was some confusion with the 
characters listings in the summary, but hopefully it's fixed now, 
it'll be a male Shepard.** 

**Zezia333: I made a mistake in my timeline but it is fixed now, I 
meant to say it had been three years since the defeat of the Didact 
in 2557, placing the Halo story at 2560.** 

* *TheConstellat ion : A full analysis of tactics used by the Didact has 
been completed, and the * *_* * Inf inity* *_* * has been upgraded 
accordingly . * * 

**Fulliron: The Chief was preoccupied but don't worry, he'll show up 
sooner or later... And I'll do my best in any future 
Cortana/Roland/EDI interactions (which there will be plenty 
of) . ** 

* *highlander34 8 : Well, the UNSC and Separatist Sangheili have been 
exchanging minor tech, and the UNSC has been gaining a wealth of 
knowledge from ONI Research Facility Trevelyn, so I don't see any 
reason why the average marine gear should stay the 
same . . . ** 



**J.E.P. 1996: You're right, I'm going to keep the 

* *_* * Inf inity* *_* * ' s armament the same as it is listed in the wiki, 
four Super-Heavy MAG's and two Energy Projectors, but the MAG's will 

have been upgraded for increased yield and rate of fire. 

* * 


**Michael: It's been three years since Lasky was promoted to Gaptain, 
and for an officer of his caliber, as well as commander as Humanity's 
most powerful warship, I think that it's only natural he be given the 
rank of Admiral.** 

**hornet07: Eor the sake of the story I'm going to have Palmer's and 
Lasky 's heights be a little closer, you'll see why in later 
chapters . * * 

* *mcknight 93 : Yes, Unggoy and Mgalekgolo will be aboard the 
**_**Shadow of Intent**_**, as some of them have remained loyal to 
the Sangheili.** 

* *angelus2 8 8 : By the "Gouncil worshiping the idiot ball" I assume you 
mean the Gouncil acting like idiots? I assure you, all Gouncil 
members will act like the smart, seasoned politicians that they are, 
they will not be making any ridiculous, irrational decisions. And 
don't worry, the UNSG and the Separatist Sangheili will have some 
"issues" they will have to work out as well.** 

**Anyways, onto the story! As always, a special shoutout to my beta 
JonHarper for acting as both an awesome editor and sounding board for 
ideas . ** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine. ** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Ghapter Two: Decisions<strong> 

**SSV **_**Kiliman jaro**_**. Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

With a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and his omni-tool active in 
the other. Admiral Steven Hackett walked easily onto the bridge. The 
two Alliance Marine bridge guards saluted, and Hackett nodded at them 
as the bridge doors slid open at his approach. 

He took a quick glance around the familiar bridge of one of 
Humanity's most powerful and storied dreadnoughts, dimly lit by blue 
overhead lights and orange consoles. He nodded at his XO, Gaptain 
Jilian, and took his signature spot near the forwards observation 
viewport . 

Hackett looked out the viewport, glancing at the blues, greens, and 
white of the crest of Earth that was just barely visible to his 
right. He took a sip of coffee, and raised his eyebrows at the rich, 
surprisingly good taste. When Gaptain Jilian had said she had a can 
of real Erench Roast, she had meant it. 



The Fifth Fleet had just enjoyed two weeks of shore leave, following 
their maintenance and refit cycle. 


And the fleet was in the final stages of assembling over Earth in 
order to travel back to Arcturus Station and relieve the Fourth 
Fleet . 

As was his usual custom at the beginning of his shift, Hackett 
scrolled through the various reports and data streaming into his 
omni-tool from the _Kiliman jaro_' s core systems. Nothing out of the 
ordinary... Drive core operating at full capacity, kinetic barriers 
at one hundred percent, weapons online, although the main mass 
accelerator could use a little more calibrating. He would see about 
getting someone on that later. He checked the update to the refit and 
upgrade reports and nodded in approval at the yields and test results 
of the new Thanix cannons and Javelin torpedoes. Ever since the 
Alliance had gotten back the Normandy from Shepard, it had leapt at 
the opportunity to reverse engineer the previously closley guarded 
Thanix cannons . 

Talking another sip of coffee, Hackett tapped into the 
_Kiliman jaro '_s sensor data just to check if _a€"_ 

The Alliance Admiral almost choked on his coffee, coughing violently 
as the hot liquid almost burned his throat. 

He turned back to his bridge and was met with the sort of organized 
chaos that could only be found on a warship as klaxons began to 
blare . 

Alliance personnel were running back and forth, tapping furiously 
into consoles, and shouting into omni-tool communicators , or at him, 
the cacophony of noise washing over Hackett. 

"Admiral, two ships have appeared just under 300,000 kilometers away 
in grid sector Echo-271!" 

"Profiles don't match any known Alliance or Council vessels!" 

"How did they get past our defenses at the Charon relay?" 

"Holy hell, look at the size of those things!" 

"I've never seen ships as big as those!" 

"Those aren't... no, they can't be." 

Hackett hurled his coffee into a trash disposal bin and snapped into 
action . 

"All hands to battle-stations!" Hackett bellowed, and the general 
quarters klaxons adding their throughout the ship. "Contact the rest 
of the fleet, get us between Earth and those unknowns, defensive 
position Alpha-One! Scramble our fighters!" 

The deck shuddered under Hackett ' s feet as the _Kiliman jaro_' s 
engines responded to his orders, and the dreadnought began to 
move . 

Hackett strode over into the _Kiliman jaro '_s CIC, looking for his 



xo. 


"Jilian, I need information and I need it now. What are these ships 
doing? Are they moving? How did they get here?" Hackett said. 

"I don't know sir, they just... appeared! And no, they're holding in 
position right now." 

Hackett motioned to a comms officer. "Ensign, get me Admiral Lindholm 
at the Charon relay!" 

"And someone get a visual up on the holes!" Hackett added. 

When the holo materialized on the main viewer, Hackett ' s jaw 
dropped . 

The two ships were... _massive_. If the sensor readings were correct, 
both ships were almost five and a half kilometers, dwarfing that of 
the 1.3 kilometer long _Kiliman jaro_, one of the largest ships in the 
Alliance Navy. That was where their similarities ended. Even though 
these ships were alien to Hackett, he could clearly see that they 
were of two different designs. One, which had been designated Unknown 
One, was all sharp angles, flat surfaces, and what Hackett could only 
assume were weapons protrusions. It looked like a flying brick with 
guns. Not unlike early Alliance naval vessels in fact. 

The other was a different story altogether. Unknown Two, had a 
sleeker, more graceful silhouette, with remarkable whale-like hooked 
bow sections. A feeling in Hackett ' s gut told him that both ships 
were immensely powerful. 

But how the hell did they manage to get so _big_? All ships in the 
galaxy utilized the mass effect in order to move themselves in an 
efficient manner. The key to this process was Element Zero, which 
when subjugated to an electrical current releases a mass effect field 
that can raise or lower the mass of all objects within that field. A 
positive charge would increase mass, while a negative charge would 
decrease the mass, it was all stuff everyone learned in high 
school . 

However, the amount of Element Zero needed to invoke the Mass Effect 
on a ship did not increase linearly with the size of the ship, but 
exponentially. Since mass and volume are based on the cube of a 
ship's length, doubling a ship's dimensions would require eight times 
the eezo. Eor example, the SX3 Alliance Eighter uses 100 grams of 
eezo in its core and is twenty meters in length. An Alliance frigate, 
two hundred meters in length, would need 100,000 grams. Now a one 
thousand meter dreadnought, only five times the length of a frigate, 
would require 12,500,000 grams of eezo, 125 times more of the 
element . 

Element Zero being the rare, and consequently expensive, item that it 
was, building ships larger than a kilometer in length was just 
impractical, unimaginably expensive, and could in theory result in 
disastrous problems regarding the size of a drive core that would be 
needed to power them. So for these ship to be over _five kilometers 
long_. . . Hackett just couldn't get his head around it. 

"Admiral, are they going to attack us?" he heard a rather 
nervous-looking Ensign ask. Evidently she was as wary of the two 



ships enormity as he was . 


Hackett looked closer at the hole of the two Unknowns. His seasoned 
mind began to notice things. First of all, there were no lights among 
either of the ships. No running lights, no engine lights, nothing. 
Second, both vessels weren't moving at all. They weren't reacting to 
the Alliance maneuvers, weren't bringing their bow of broadsides to 
bear, but stayed at a strangely tilted angle relative to the Alliance 
ships . 

"No, I don't think so. Ensign," he responded. He gestured for Captain 
Jilian. "Captain, what do you notice about these two ships?" 

"Other than the fact that the Alliance would bankrupt itself trying 

to get enough eezo to power the drive core of ships that 

size?" 


"Yes, but look closer. They haven't changed their orientation at all 
in response to our defensive maneuvers." 

Jilian nodded. "Do you think they might be disabled?" 

"I don't know. But I don't think we shouldn't take any hasty 
actions, " Hackett said. 

"Sir, I've got Admiral Lindholm on the quantum communicator, " he 
heard . 

"Thank you. Lieutenant, " Hackett said as he made his way to the 
communicator . He arrived, pressed a few keys, and the near full-size 
figure of the First Fleet's commanding officer Admiral Ines Lindholm 
appeared, shimmering in static-blue. 

She saluted, then said, "Admiral Hackett. I got the notice that you 
sent out about the two... super-dreadnoughts. Is Earth safe? What are 
they doing?" 

"Earth is fine, although I've ordered our local military to their 
full readiness level. What's strange though is that the two ships, 
they aren't doing _anything_. We've been led to believe that they 
might be disabled." 

"Disabled? Have you attempted any form of communicat ions ? " she 
asked . 

"No, I want to wait until I've got the entire Fifth Fleet between 
them and Earth before trying anything. Lindholm, did any ships come 
through the Charon relay? Has there been any strange activity, any 
unusual readings?" 

Lindholm shook her head. "No sir, nothing has come through for the 
past hour, and all sensor readings have been normal." 

Hackett scratched the stubble on his chin. "Alright. Admiral, I want 
you and half of your fleet at Earth ASAP. I'm not taking any chances. 
We'll determine the best course of action after you 
arrive . " 

"Acknowledged sir, we'll be there as fast as we can." 



"See to it. Hackett out." 


He strode quickly back to the bridge. "Captain, any changes?" 

"No sir. We just tried hailing them on the general frequency, but no 
response. What's the word with Lindholm?" Jilian asked. 

"Half of the First Fleet is coming to reinforce us, they'll be here 
shortly. In the meantime, keep trying to establish communicat ions , 
cycle through all available broadcast frequencies." 

Jilian nodded. "Sir, we've got fighter squadrons ready to escort 
boarding teams to the Unknowns." 

"Negative, we're not doing anything that could be considered a 
hostile action, at least not at this moment, " Hackett 
reaffirmed . 

"Admiral, the Council in London is requesting an update." 

Hackett frowned. He was definitely not in the mood to talk to 
politicians, even if they were his direct superiors. "Tell them what 
we already know: two unknown ships 300,000 km from Earth have 
appeared, but they look disabled. We have taken defensive positions, 
and half of the First Fleet is coming to reinforce us before we take 
any action." 

"Sir, they're requesting a vidcom channel for your update," the comms 
Ensign relayed. 

"Well you can tell them that I _reguest_ them to forgive my inability 
to be reached, as I have more important matters to attend to. I will 
update them if the situation changes, " Hackett said. 

Captain Jilian tapped him on the shoulder, and Hackett turned, glad 
for the distraction. "What is it. Captain?' 

"Sir, we're just getting our complete sensor scans back. You're going 
to want to see this." Jilian produced a data tablet from her uniform, 
then brought up a series of charts, numbers, and readings on the main 
hole. "Admiral, we haven't detected a single trace of Element Zero in 
both ships, " she said quietly to him. 

Hackett furrowed his brows. No eezo? At all? On one hand, that could 
explain how these ships were so large, but on the other... 

All space-faring vessels, no matter how large or small, used Element 
Zero. That was a fact, an established law. But... Hackett had read 
the holo, seen the vids of scientists theorizing that eezo was a 
unique substance to their galaxy, and not a universal occurrence 
throughout all of space. Those had been readily dismissed though, 
counted as nothing more than amusing conjecture. 

Yet not a few hundred thousand kilometers in front of him were two 
five and a half kilometer vessels that apparently contained not a 
single trace of eezo, something that should have been 
impossible . 

"We don't know that for sure. Captain," said Hackett, "maybe we just 
haven't detected any eezo because their drive cores are powered 



off . " 


"Maybe. But Admiral, what if - " 

"No Captain, no 'what ifs.' We don't have any time for conjectures. 
Right now, we deal with what we have," ordered Hackett . 

Jilian took a breath, then nodded. "Yes Admiral. So what do we do 
now? " 


Hackett looked at the hole of the two massive vessels, still exactly 
where they were ten minutes ago. 

"As long as they continue to remain inactive, nothing until Lindholm 
and our reinforcements get here, " he said. "For now, we play it 
safe . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


xpxst rong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity* *_* * , Earth** 

**Date: Unknown** 

"Earth?!" Hernandez exclaimed in surprise. "If this is Earth, where 
the hell is the UNSC? Where are the ODPs? Where are the 
fleets ? " 

"Maybe there was some kind of battle, and that's where these new 
ships came from, " reasoned Lewis, her voice tight with concern yet 
still professional. 

Lasky swallowed, the warm copper taste of blood in his throat almost 
making him gag. The memories of his encounter with the Librarian A. I. 
were coming back to his the front of his mind in force. "No." 

"The Admiral's right. There are no signs of battle: no spent 
ordnance, no debris, no distress beacons or lifepods, " confirmed 
Roland. What he said next startled Lasky, as he never thought he 
would hear an AI sound... frightened. "Sir... I don't know what to 
do. This situation is outside my logic parameters. I'm in the process 
of_ rewriting_ them and I still don't have a clue what to 
doa€ 1 " 

Lasky looked around the now dead-silent bridge, thirty-two pairs of 
eyes looked back at him. Hernandez, Lewis, Julius, they were all his 
crew mates, his personnel, his friends. They looked to him for 
guidance, direction, orders, something... anything. They needed him 
to lead them. 

And so he would. 

Lasky spoke with a calm yet firm voice laced with authority and 
confidence, and he could instantly see the calming effect his voice 
had on the men and women of his bridge crew. The needed him to give 
them focus and direction in order to ultimately to lead them out of 
thisa€l .whatever _this_ was. 

"Roland, what's the situation with our power? Reactor levels?" he 
asked . 



"Tertiary reactor operating at maximum possible efficiency. Secondary 
reactor at 63 percent and rising. Primary reactors are still 
offline . " 

"Admiral! It's iffy, but I've managed to get inter-ship 
communicat ions back online!" 

"Excellent work Jeffreys!" Lasky exclaimed. "Find out what's going on 
throughout the rest of the ship. I want damage reports, casualty 
lists, system status confirmation, everything. All personnel are to 
report to battle-stations immediately." 

"Battle-stations sir?" the _Infinity_'s comms officer asked, a bit 
worriedly, at the Admiral's words. 

"Just in case. Lieutenant," Lasky reassured Jeffreys. "Roland, what's 
the status with our shields?" 

"Sir our shields are currently at minimal sustainable strength, 
they're already starting to buckle. If I don't get more power soon 
they'll collapse and we'll be vulnerable." the AI replied. 

"And what about the unknown ships?" He would have looked to the main 
holotable, but it was currently dark. 

"They haven't moved Admiral, and neither have their fighters. Classic 
defensive half-sphere between us and the planet, " relayed Lewis from 
her station. 

Lasky rubbed his forehead. "Hernandez, what are our offensive 
options ? " 

The weapons officer inhaled through his teeth. "Very limited sir... 
I've got point defense guns and some of the Onagers coming back 
online, and we could theoretically launch missile strikes manually, 
but without targeting data -" he slapped a console to his right, it 
was dark except for the error message flashing across its screen "- 
we can't do jack shit. MAC cannons and Energy Projectors are out of 
the question, and they'll stay that way until our main reactors light 
up again . " 

"We need those main reactors back up. Roland, how long?" urgently 
questioned Lasky. 

"We've got every available engineer and Hurogok working on that 
Admiral, Dr. Classman says ten minutes, but he made very clear that 
was his most optimistic estimate." 

"What about our fighters? Our Pelicans?" continued Lasky. 

"Reports from the techs in the hangar bays say that they can have our 
fighter wings back up to speed and ready to launch in three minutes. 
No go on any Pelicans, however." 

"Admiral, we should launch our fighters, give ourselves at least one 
possible weapon against these unknowns," suggested Hernandez. 

Lewis looked at the weapons officer wide-eyed, then snapped her head 
at Lasky, nodding her head 'no' vigorously. "Sir, I don't think that 
such a good idea. We can't risk any action that could be considered 



aggressive, especially with the _Infinity_ in this state." 

"They launched _their_ fighters though!" argued Hernandez. 

"But if we do the same, those 'unknowns' could very quickly become 
'hostiles'!" Lewis retorted. 

"Enough. Both of you." Lasky ordered firmly, and the two immediately 
ceased. "Lewis is right, we can't risk being attacked right now. We 
showed up above _their_ planet, they have the right to any defensive 
action they please. And if they want to be so kind as to wait for our 
main systems to come back online, I'm inclined to let them." 

"They could just be waiting for reinforcements Admiral, and what if 
they become hostile then?" 

"We don't have a choice, Hernandez!" Lasky snapped. No. He wasn't 
going to act that way. He took a deep breath to steady himself and 
plan his next move. 

Lasky turned to Jeffreys. "Lieutenant, how are our comms? Do we have 
any way to communicate with them?" 

Jeffrey's sighed through his mouth in frustration. "Negative sir, 
there's just not enough power to transmit a signal. Hell, there's no 
way we'd know if _they_ were trying to contact_ us_ either." 

"What about tight beaming? Or line of sight laser comms?" questioned 
Lasky . 

"Too far away. We'd get signal degradation and lag. But the _Shadow 
of Intent _should be within range," replied the comms officer. 

"Good enough. Get me a line to the _Intent _ASAP, Lieutenant. The 
rest of you, work on getting the _Infinity _back to full 
strength . 

Someone handed him an earpiece, and once he fastened it, he spoke 
into it. "Shipmaster Vadum'? Arbiter?" 

"_This is Vadum'," _gruffly said the Shipmaster of the Sangheili 
Assault Carrier. _"Admiral Lasky, we are not in the most advantageous 
of positions here. All of our systems except for our sensors and 
minor communicat ions are currently disabled. We have Hurogok working 
on it, but it will be sometime before we get our engines, shields, 
and weapons running again. 

"It's the same on our end. Shipmaster, except we're just getting our 
shields back," said Lasky. 

"_Understood . Now I am assuming you contacted me to discuss our plan 
of action concerning the large amount of warships and strike craft 
facing in our direction?_ 

"Yes. Tell me. Shipmaster, what's the last thing you remembered 
before we arrived... wherever we are?" Lasky asked. He made sure he 
didn't say Earth. 

"_We were holding at maximum sensor range, just as you were, and were 
calibrating the slipspace drives for a jump when the whole ship 



seemed to vibrate, penetrating even all the way into the bridge. The 
next thing I remember, my crew and I are waking up and picking 
ourselves off of the floor, but the _Intent_ was still 
slumbering. 

Lasky frowned. "So you didn't hear or see anything unusual?" 

R'tas Vadum' clicked his mandibles together. "No. Did you?" 

Even though this was just an audio channel, Lasky found himself 
looking at the deck. He debated what he should tell the Sangheili, as 
just a few minutes ago their alliance was more formal than anything 
else. But especially given their current circumstances , Lasky had a 
feeling that didn't matter anymore. The _Infinity _needed the _Shadow 
of Intent _by its side. 

The UNSC Admiral glanced around the bridge. Even though he was sure 
his crew was diligently at work, he also knew that they were 
attentively listening in to the conversation. Lasky knew that if he 
lied to R'tas, he would be lying to his crew. And Lasky didn't lie to 
his crew. 

"Yes, I did. Right after the vibration I had a... vision of some 
sorts. I'll explain later, because we have bigger problems to worry 
about. Try to get the _Intent_ back to full operational status as 
soon as you can. Shipmaster, and **don ' t**make any move that could be 
considered aggressive or hostile. We can't risk a battle with these 
unknowns in our weakened state." 

"_Understood, Admiral, Vadum' out . 

The link severed, and Lasky took the comm out of his ear. He caught 
Lewis' gaze, her bright green eyes desperately curious. "A vision? 
What did you see? Do you know why we're here. Admiral, above an 
Eara€ 1 world we don't recognize?" She could not bring herself to say 
it. This world was not Earth, not in her mind, not the real 
Earth . 

Lasky wished he could answer her, but right now he needed the crew 
focusing on restoring the _Infinity _back to combat readiness. "Later 
Lieutenant, right now I need you to do your job. Eind out everything 
you possibly can about these unknown ships. I want profiles, 
classif icat ions , priority targets, estimated capabilities, anything 
you can get . " 

"Admiral!" he heard, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Jeffreys 
waving him down. "We've finished getting reports from throughout the 
ship. The techs are confirming what we already know, all major 
systems are going through hard restarts, but the engineers at the 
slipspace capacitors are reporting the drives are giving off some 
ridiculous levels of radiation. They've sealed the compartment off, 
but they can't get close to attempt a restart at this time." 

Lasky grimaced. Without slipspace capabilities, their maneuverability 
options had been cut drastically. "What about casualties?" 

"Two hundred, give or take a dozen. None are critical thankfully, but 
the doctors are saying they need power for the medical bays if they 
are going to have any chance of treating the injured, " said 
Jeffreys . 



"Sir, diverting power to medical facilities will reduce the rate at 
which the shield is recharging." informed Roland. 


"What's our shield strength right now?" 

"Shields have stabilized at just above minimal strength. They are 
slowly regenerating." 

It was an easy decision. "Good enough. Get those med stations up and 
running . " 

"Admiral Lasky, you have to see this," said Lewis. 

Lasky hurried over to the sensor officer's station. "What is 
it?" 


"Sir, these unknown ships are giving off some _crazy_ 
readings . " 

"What kind of readings? Are they maneuvering? Powering up weapons?" 
Lasky quickly asked, a nervous pang resonating through his gut. 

"No no, it's just that... here, take a look." Lewis moved her head to 
the side so that the sensor data was more easily visible to the 
Admiral . 

Now Lasky wasn't an expert in sensor readings, but he was experienced 
enough to know that something was definitely out of the 
ordinary . 

"I've never seen these kind of gravitational readings coming from a 
ship before, sir," remarked Lewis. "Sure, there have always been tiny 
fluctuations due to the displacement of ships and artificial gravity 
generators, but this is something completely different. These ships 
seem to be _surrounded_ by intense oscillating gravitational fields. 
It's the most bizarre thing I've ever seen." 

Lasky put a hand to his chin, and wondered what the implications of 
Lewis' discovery were. Did these unknowns use gravity as a sort of 
weapon? For movement? He didn't know, and he wasn't exactly keen to 
find out right now. 

Jeffreys motioned towards Lasky, another earpiece in his hand. 
"Admiral, I've got Lieutenant Colonel Dare on the line." 

Lasky hurriedly walked over to the comms officer and took the 
earpiece from his hand. He had been itching for any form of contact 
with the commander of the _Infinity_'s complement of Strident-class 
frigates, and now he had one. She was also the _Infinity_'s resident 
ONI attachA© 

"Commander! What's the status of your frigates? Any casualties 
amongst your crews?" he questioned. 

"Only a few minor scrapes and bruises Admiral, but they're all being 
attended to." 

"And what about your frigates?" 



"Sir, by our estimates we'll be back up and ready to launch in under 
five minutes. From what I've been able to gather, our systems didn't 
take nearly the beating that the _Infinity_ did. The hull and the 
shields must have protected us from whatever the hell 
happened . " 

Lasky hadn't thought about that. It was probably why the _Infinity_'s 
fighters were quicker to regain operational status as well. Either 
way he was relieved, even if it was just a slight bit. If they were 
to be attacked, at least he could deploy the ten Strident frigates to 
act as some layer of protection. 

"Understood, Commander. We'll keep you posted on the situation, but 
be ready to deploy if the need arises." 

"Yes Admiral." 

Lasky nodded. "Lasky out 

"Sir?" 

Lasky 's hand paused over the button that would end the communicat ion . 
"What is it?" 

"Admiral, some of my crew are gett ing ... worried . They're confused. 
They don't understand what's going on. It's making them a little 
nervous. They'll still do their jobs sir, don't worry about that. I 
just thought you should know." 

"I'll be straightforward with you Dare: They'll know those answers as 
soon as I do. But for now, just like they would in any other 
situation, they have a duty to perform. The _Infinity_ depends on 
everyone upholding their responsibilities." 

There was a slight pause. "Aye, aye sir. Ring if you need us. Dare 
out . " 

The link was cut, and Lasky took the piece out of his ear. He saw 
Hernandez and Lewis looking at him with raised eyebrows. 

"Our Strident Frigates should be ready to launch within a few 
minutes. It'll give us at least some form of protection in case worst 
comes to worst, " Lasky relayed. 

"Roland, what's the word with our primary reactors?" the UNSC Admiral 
asked . 

Just then, the emergency red lighting that the bridge had been 
previously bathed in was replaced by strong, bright white light. All 
throughout the bridge, derelict consoles came back online, floor 
lighting reactivated, and the main holotable flickered back to 
lif e . 

In the center of the newly active holotable, Roland's World War Two 
avatar materialized, and he looked at Lasky with a smug smile on his 
face, like a child who just figured out the answer to a complicated 
puzzle. "Admiral, primary reactors are back online. Running a full 
diagnostics now, but everything seems to be back in working order. I 
am rerouting and increasing power flow to all available 
systems . " 



Lasky checked his watch. By Dr. Classman' s best estimates, they were 
still supposed to have a ways to go before central power was 
restored. "How did you do it, Roland? 

Roland tilted his head so that he was looking down at the 'floor' and 
shuffled his feet. "I may have overloaded our tertiary reactors and 
surged the excess power into the primary reactors capacitors to jump 
start them. It wasn't anything dangerous, just not recommended 
because of, well... side effects." 

Lasky looked at the AI ' s avatar disapprovingly. "Damage?" 

"Nothing a few days of repairs and double shifts shouldn't be able to 
fix. Classman's really not going to be happy with me." The AI 
smirked . 

Lasky sighed. He questioned the AI ' s methods, but at least they got 
results, and at a time like this, he wasn't about to complain. He 
would have to talk to Roland about his communicat ion skills though. 
"The important thing is that we have main power back online, we can 
worry about repairs later. Roland, I want all available power going 
to regenerating the shields and weapons first, and then the rest to 
any other essential systems." 

He turned to Jeffreys. "Lieutenant, do we have mainline comms ba a€" 


"Shit a€" Admiral! Forty new ships have just appeared eight thousand 
kilometers off our stern and two thousand kilometers up! Profiles and 
reading match with those already in planet-orbit!" Lewis 
yelled . 

"Reinforcements." deduced Roland with a concerned frown. 

Lasky 's was initially startled, but inwardly not surprised. It made 
perfect sense for these unknowns to summon more forces to help defend 
their planet, maybe that's why the original unknown fleet had been 
holding in place for so long. But, when he saw the positioning and 
location of the ships, he grimaced. The new formation was effectively 
two thousand kilometers distant from the _Shadow of Intent_, very, 
very close quarters considering the vast scale of space. And knowing 
the Sangheili... 

His worst fears were confirmed a moment later as the Assault Carrier 
started to orient itself towards the newcomers. _They must have 
gotten back main power right when we did_, he concluded. 

"Admiral, I'm detecting a heat buildup along the port side of the 
_Intent_! They're charging their lateral plasma lines!" 

Lasky gripped the guard rail of the main holotable with white knuckle 
intensity. "Dammit! Cet me a line to the _Intent_ right now!" 

"Sir, that new fleet is launching fighters and orienting themselves 
on the _Intent_. " 

Lasky reacted on instinct. This was about to turn into a shooting 
gallery, and he needed every advantage he could get "Roland, tell 
Dare she has confirmation to launch! Tell her to get her frigates in 



a screen around us ! " 


"Order away, Stridents launching. What about our fighters?" asked the 
AI . 


"Keep them back for now, but I want all squadrons ready to blast out 
on my word," ordered Lasky. 

Jeffreys tapped furiously away at his console, then raised his arms 
in the air in frustration. "Sir, they're receiving us but I'm not 
getting any kind of response!" 

"R'tas! Thel ! _Shadow of Intent_, power down your weapons! Do not 
engage, I repeat, **do not engage!**" Lasky exclaimed. 


There were a few second of static-filled silence. "No response, sir, 
Jeffreys said. 


Lasky needed to think fast, this could easily get very ugly very 
quickly. Then, the beginning of a plan started to form in his mind. 
It was crazy, possibly deadly, and had an unknown chance of success, 
but it was all he had right then. "Roland, shield 
strength? " 


"Approaching sixty percent, sir. 


"Good enough!" said Lasky. He hoped his hastily thought up gamble 
would pay off. "Nav, get us in between the _Intent _and the new 
fleet. Put us right in the middle of the Sangheili firing 
lane ! " 


"_In between them?!_" questioned Hernandez, unbelieving. "What if 
they shoot at us, what will we do? Our MACs are not at minimal 
charge ! " 

"They don't know that!" Lasky snapped at Hernandez. "Roland, do it 
now, that's an order! I'll be damned if we're going to be the cause 
of another First-Contact War!" 


* * 


* 


><pXstrong>SSV <strong>_**Kiliman jaro**_**. Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"Sir, sensors have just picked up Lindholm's force. Updating the main 
holo. " 

The holotable changed to reflect the present situation, and Hackett 
paled. Lindholm's forty ships had arrived only a couple thousand 
kilometers away from the two Unknowns. _They ' re too close, Linholm 
what are you doing?! _"Get me a line to Lindholm right now!" 

"Sir, Unknown Two is maneuvering! Orienting itself towards Lindholm's 
fleet ! " 

_So I guess they're _not _disabled now_, Hackett thought, hoping that 
the situation wouldn't deteriorate. 


"Admiral, we're detecting a high buildup of heat along the port side 



of Unknown Two!" 


Hackett gulped. It was deteriorating. "Weapons 
systems ? " 

"Unknown ! " 

"Sir! The Second Fleet is scrambling fighters and assuming offensive 
positions ! " 

"Oh my god... the ship... Unknown One is _launching_ 

_cruisers_! ?" 

"Ten cruiser-analogues are assuming defensive positions around 
Unknown One ! " 

"Unknown One is now maneuvering also a€" standby a€" what thea€ 1 
hell? If it continues its current vector, it will be putting itself 
between Unknown Two and Lindholm's fleet! 

"Admiral Lindholm is requesting orders! Does she have permission to 
engage? " 

Hackett took a deep breath, then in a decision that would change the 
fate of his galaxy forever, he shouted his order. 

"All Alliance vessels, **hold your fire!**" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC <strong>_* * Infinity* *_ 

It was a tense few seconds on the bridge. Nobody moved, nobody 
talked, it was dead silent. 

"Sir, I've got missile solutions on the _Shadow of Intent_ and the 
new unknown fleet." Hernandez quietly said. 

"Noted." Lasky responded, dearly hoping that they wouldn't be 
needed . 

Almost everyone's eyes were glued to the main vidscreen, which showed 
the angrily glowing red-blue dots along the side of the Sangheili 
Assault Carrier that represented Plasma Torpedoes about to fire. They 
had been aimed at the newly-arrived unknown fleet, but now were 
pointed right at the _Infinity_'s starboard side. 

_Come on Thel, be reasonable. _ 

Lasky realized that he was holding his breath. 

"Admiral, plasma lines are cooling off." 

All throughout the bridge, there was a collective sigh of 
relief . 

Realizing the shift in the situation, the new unknown fleet quickly 
turned away from the _Intent_and booked it back to the main formation 
holding above the planet. 



Now that he was relatively sure that a battle wouldn't erupt, Lasky 
knew that he had to take steps to ensure that it wouldn't later, and 
also find out just what in the living hell was going 
on . 

"Communications fully restored Admiral." Roland informed. 

Lasky nodded in thanks to the AI and then turned to Jeffryeys. 
"Jeffreys, now that we have main comms back up, transmit a message on 
all available frequencies. Let's see if these unknowns want to 
talk. " 

Jeffreys held up a thumbs-up, indicating that he was 
transmitting . 

"Hello, this is Admiral Thomas Lasky, I greet you on behalf of the 
United Nations Space Command..." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Next chapter: First Contact! This one might come out a 
little later, as I'm going to focus on getting the next New Horizons 
chapter out first. <strong> 

**Don't forget to leave a review on what you thought of the chapter, 
any suggestions/questions you may have, or any constructive 
crit icism ! * * 

**Also, just curious, but which Halo/Mass Effect character 
interactions are you most looking forwards to seeing?** 


3. Chapter 3: First Contact Pt I 

**Authors Note: Hey everybody, sorry for the long update time, but 
here's the next chapter. Just to clarify, this chapter is the first 
of two chapters regarding First Contact, when writing I felt that I 
just had to separate First Contact into two parts in order to give it 
proper justice.** 

**Special shoutout to JonHarper, my ever diligent 
beta . ** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Chapter Three: First Contact<strong> 

**SSV **_**Kiliman jaro**_**. Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"_Hel*** this *** Admir *** sky *** behalf *** United Nat *** mand 

CO ■’k''3k‘'3k‘TT 

"Isolate that signal!" barked Admiral Hackett as the static-filled 
transmission washed through the bridge speakers of the _Kiliman jaro_. 



"Can we clean that up?" 


"I'm trying sir," breathed Captain Jilian in exasperation as her 
fingers flew over her console, "but these communicat ions algorithms 
are unlike anything I have ever seen. I've got half the bridge crew 
and both our Vi's working on decoding them." 

Hackett frowned. The _Kilimanjaro _was outfitted with some of the 
best communicat ions equipment the Alliance had at its disposal, only 
fitting for one of Humanity's newest and more powerful dreadnoughts. 
And the _Kiliman jaro_' s comm systems were automatically set to adjust 
to any type of more primitive signal, even being able to pick up and 
decode old 20th century fm radio frequencies in initial testing. The 
fact that they couldn't pickup this transmission was either more 
advanced than their own comm gear, too alien in design, or both. 
Either way, it was disconcert ing . 

There was, however, one thing that they couldn't ignore: English. A 
thousand questions flooded into Hackett ' s mind at once. Cerberus? No, 
they would have been much more aggressive, and that sleek 
silver-white ship didn't look anything like something they would 
build. Or _could_ build. Not even Cerberus could have dredged up the 
amount of eezo that would have been needed to construct a ship of 
that size, let alone two. Unless they had discovered a way the 
operate a ship that didn't require Element Zero... but if that was 
the case why the hell hadn't Alliance Intelligence heard anything 
about it? 

He dismissed Cerberus as a viable option, they just didn't have the 
resources to build something like this without bankrupting 
themselves. So then who were they? Some rogue faction of Humanity, 
possibly one that had slipped off of the Alliance's radar? Or perhaps 
from a long lost colony from the many dozens of Sleeper ships 
humanity had sent out before the invention of Mass Effect drives? 

They hadn't accounted for them allaCl .Even then mass effect 
technology was used to some degree in those early ships and it was 
highly doubtful a small startup colony had the resources let alone 
the engineering capability to create such a ship. 

And that still didn't explain the nearly non-existent eezo readings! 
Maybe they were some new spacefaring alien race that happened to 
speak English? They did have instantaneous translators after all, but 
the programs were limited to the known alien races and 
languages . . . 

His mind went to the Council races. Turians? No, if the Hierarchy 
could build ships of that size they sure as hell would have been 
bragging about it. Asari? Also no, they didn't have that kind of 
military capital, at least according the Alliance. Prior to this 
encounter over Earth the _Destiny Ascension_ reigned supreme as the 
largest, most powerful ship in known space. Now? It was barely a 
third the size of the two monsters out there. The construction of 
either ship didn't exactly fit Asari Aesthetics. No, definitely not 
them. Salarians? Of all the three Council races, that was the only 
one Hackett could see as a possibility. _They always were sneaky 
bastards, but this?_ 

But the composition, the look, the style of the two 
super-dreadnoughts were just too _different_ that somehow Hackett 
knew they weren't made any Council species. 



"Did we have to use any translator programs on that transmission?" 
asked Hackett . 

Captain Jilian nodded no. 

That ruled out the alien option, these unknowns spoke pure English. 
Hackett wanted answers. He thought he had heard the words "Admiral," 
and what sounded like "United Nations, " perhaps they were dealing 
with some sort of military organization. He hoped so, Hackett could 
work with that, but somehow he was left with the uncomfortable 
feeling that he was dealing with Humans. Humans whose allegiance was 
in question and who had almost unheard of engineering 
capabilities 

Hackett looked back at Tactical analysis of unknown one and 
suppressed a wince. Hundreds of guns of seemingly all different sizes 
covered all surfaces. He didn't even want to think about what the 
four forward mounted behemoths were capable of. Despite its lack of 
eezo Hackett didn't think the ship was less advanced; Everything he 
had seen, all of his instincts screamed that this was a ship that 
could deliver as much punishment, if not more, than she 
advertised . 

The Second behemoth was more of a mystery, yet in its own way, it 
seemed more sinister. There were no easily identifiable weapon 
emplacements that they could discern, buy its design also spoke of 
being a more advanced ship with the way form and function so 
seamlessly blended together. 

"Sir, Admiral Lindholm's fleet has made it back to our position and 
is falling into formation." said Jilian. 

"Good, tell her I expect her on the QEC when this is all sorted out." 
Hackett said, a tinge of anger seeping through his voice. Why the 
hell she had chosen to drop out not a few thousand kilometers away 
from those unknowns when she had clear orders to stay as far away as 
possible baffled him, and had almost resulted in disaster. He took a 
deep breath, trying to calm himself. "Any luck with that 
transmission? " 

Jilian inhaled through her teeth. "No sir, nothing." 

Hackett needed answers, and the only way to get them was to find some 
way to communicate. "Send a message on all frequencies, use radio if 
you have too, maybe they'll be able to pick it up." 

Jilian gave him a thumbs up, indicating that the signal was 
transmitting. "Attention unidentified vessels, this is Admiral Steven 
Hackett of the Systems Alliance. We are receiving you, but your 
transmission is severely garbled. Can you read us?" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


xpxst rong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity* *_* * , Earth** 
**Date: Unknown** 


"Hello, this is Admiral Thomas Lasky, I greet you on behalf of the 
United Nations Space Command." 



The bridge was silent. Lasky glanced over to the comms officer 
Jeffrey's, and saw that he was buried in his console readings. 


They waited a little longer, no response. Lasky decided to try 
again . 

"Hello, this is Admiral Thomas Lasky of the United Nations Space 
Command. We mean no harm. I repeat, we come in peace." 

More waiting, but still no response. 

"Anything Jeffreys?" asked Lasky. 

"No sir. Honestly, I have no idea if they are receiving or not. Their 
comm systems could be completely incompatible with ours, the chance 
that they're receiving us is very small. I'm not detecting any sort 
of transmission from them either." he said. 

"Sir, the newly arrived unknown fleet has joined formation with the 
one already above the planet." relayed Lewis from her sensor 
station . 

"Acknowledged Lewis." Lasky ran his left hand through his short brown 
hair. "Roland, has the _Shadow of Intent _responded to any of our 
hails?" 

"No Admiral." 

Lasky sighed. He had a word or two he wanted to say to the Arbiter 
after the _Intent_'s aggressive actions almost ignited a shoot-out. 

He had to remember though, even though they were allies, Lasky 
technically didn't have command over the Assault Carrier like he had 
over the _Infinity_ and her ten frigates. 

"Very well, keep trying. Roland, what's the status with our slipspace 
generat - " 

"Whoa whoa whoa. Admiral! I think I've got something!" yelled 
Jeffrey's excitedly. "I'm picking up a faint signal on the lowband, 
I'm trying to isolate it now." 

Lasky strode over to the comms officer and clapped him on both 
shoulders. "What do you got. Lieutenant? How'd you find it?" 

"I ran a program to check through what we classify as background 
interference, but this signal just seemed too organized. And when I 
ran a point-of-origin program, it pointed towards the unknown fleet." 
Jeffrey's furrowed his dark eyebrows. "The code, it's... its 
familiar, but at the same time it's like nothing I've ever seen 
before. I'm working on it." said Jeffrey's. 

"As am I." added Roland. After a slight pause, the AI continued. 

"This is fascinating Admiral, I am detecting some surprising 
similarities to centuries old human communicat ions codes and 
algorithms, yet every time I think I have something, a new variable 
pops up, the likes of which are unfamiliar to anything we have in our 
databanks . " 

"Wait - " said Jeffrey's. "I've got it!" With that, the comms officer 



slapped a key on his console, and the sound of a voice, what seemed 
to be a _human_ voice, filtered through the bridge speakers. It 
wasn't very loud, and bits of static came through here and there, but 
the transmission was clear enough. 

"_Attention unident**ied vessels, this is Admiral Steven Hackett of 
the Systems A**iance. We are receiving you, but **ur transmission is 
se**rely garbled. Can you read us?"_ 

"Sir we're mirroring their signal, you should be transmitting." 
Jeffrey's said quietly. 

"Admiral Hackett?" began Lasky loudly, "This is Admiral Thomas Lasky 
of the UNSC _Infinity_, we read you." 

There were a few seconds of silence. Not a single person moved, and 
even the consoles seemed to have quieted their beeping. 

"_Admiral Lasky, you *nd you vesssles are intru*ing on the so**reign 
space of the Systems Alliance. Expla** yourse*ves . 

Lasky 's mind went back to the disaster that had been so narrowly 
avoided earlier with the _Shadow of Intent_. He knew he had to clear 
the air. "We do not come with any ill-intent. I repeat, _we do not 
_come with any hostile intentions." 

More silence, punctuated by more bursts of static. 

"_We w*** be the jud*e of that. How *** you arrive here?"_ 

Lasky gave a sideways glance to Roland. The AI put a finger to his 
holographic lips, echoing his own state of mind. He wasn't about to 
tell these unknowns everything surrounding the circumstances of their 
unexpected appearance. "We... where investigating an artifact. The 
artifact reacted upon our investigation, shut down most of our 
systems, and 'transported' us here." Lasky sure as hell wasn't going 
to tell him about the Librarian AI, that the artifact might have been 
Precursor, or the fact that they had been teleported to an almost 
_identical copy_ of their Earth. 

Suddenly, there was a piercing shriek of interference, followed by a 
crashing wave of white static. Lasky cringed as the sounds assaulted 
his ears, along with the rest of the bridge crew. Jeffrey's face was 
a mask of determination, and he was furiously typing away at his 
console . 

"Jeffreys!" Lasky yelled over the noise. "What's going on!" 

"I don't know sir, I don't know! I'm trying to fix it..." He finished 
typing a string of commands, and the noise began to subside. Not 
completely, but enough so that Lasky could take his hands off of his 
ears . 

Through the static, the voice continued, more garbled than before, 
but still understandable. Barely. 

"_**tifact? Pr**hean? **** need more informat** than 
that . 

"Admiral? We are losing your signal!" urgently said Lasky. 



"_Come in *** repeat, are *** there?"_ 

"Dammit..." muttered Lasky under his breath. This wasn't working, and 
he needed to figure out where the hell he was and what the hell was 
going on. Then he thought of something. It was a longshot, he 
wondered if this Admiral Hackett would even hear it, much less agree 
to it, but it was probably the only way they were going to be able to 
communicate . 

"Admiral Hackett, our comm connection is cutting out. I suggest a 
face to face meeting, preferably aboard an unarmed ship, in which we 
can further discuss our situation." 

They waited a few seconds, then there was a broken 
response . 

"_Acknowle* *ed . We w**l send an un**med frigate to a point equid***** 
from both ** our loca**ons to act as **** matic vess**. *** frigate 
*** **nal you when read*. Hack*** o**."_ 

"Anyone catch that?" asked Lasky. 

"It sounded like they said they would send an unarmed frigate to a 
point in between both our forces to act as a meeting location." 
clarified Roland. 

"Sir, we're just getting back long-range scans of the solar system. 
Everything is the same as Sol. Same sun, same planets, same moons... 
except for Mars, there are some strange readings coming from Mars, as 
well as some unusual gravitation readings seemingly originating from 
behind Pluto. " relayed Lewis. She shared a look with Hernandez, then 
both looked at Lasky. 

"Admiral, what's going on, sir?" asked Hernandez, again. 

Lasky sighed, leaning back in his chair. Hernandez was partly 
correct, the crew did need an update on their current situation, and 
now was as good a time as ever. 

"Roland, open a ship-wide channel, include Dare's frigates as well." 
he ordered. 

"What about the _Shadow of Intent_?" asked the AI . 

"No, not right now. I'll discuss this with the Arbiter later. Do tell 
him that a meeting has been arranged and I would like him on a 
Phantom to the _Infinity _as soon as possible. As much as I don't 
want to admit it, him as his ship are just as much a part of this 
whole fiasco as we are." 

"Got it Admiral. You're live in three." replied the AI . 

"Attention UNSC personnel, this is your commanding officer Admiral 
Thomas Lasky speaking. I know that many of you are wondering just 
what is going on and I apologize for keeping you in the dark, only up 
until now was my full attention needed in the bridge. I am going to 
be honest with all of you: I don't exactly know what 
happened . " 



Lasky rubbed his forehead. He wanted to tell his crew what he knew, 
about the Forerunner AI and the vision he had, but he _just 
couldn't_. He couldn't take the risk of his crew second-guessing him 
because he decided to start rambling about some vision he had that 
may or may not have been real. If Lasky was deemed unactive for duty, 
this entire situation could quickly deteriorate, and that was 
something that he wouldn't allow. So he lied, for the good of 
everybody . 

"But what I do know is there's not a lot we can do right now other 

than deal with the facts in front of us. We are twelve ships against 

one hundred and twenty of unknown capabilities, with damaged 
slipspace drives that prevent us from retreating. This could 
potentially become a very dangerous situation, but thankfully these 
unknowns are interested in keeping things peaceful. Regular comms 
communicat ion has proven to be difficult, so a face-to-face meeting 
has been arranged in the neutral space between our groups aboard an 
unarmed vessel not long from now. I will send back an update as soon 

as the meeting is over. Until then, keep up the good work. Lasky 

out . " 

The link closed, and out of the corners of his vision he saw Lewis 
and Hernandez eyeing him suspiciously. 

Roland broke the silence. "Admiral, the Arbiter is on the way in a 
Phantom . " 

"Thank you Roland." Lasky got up and walked over to a small 
compartment that contained bottled water. He took one out, felt the 
condensed coolness against the claminess of his palms, and unscrewed 
the cap, taking a deep drink. 

Lasky turned to Roland. "Tell Lieutenant Commander Dare to take a 
Pelican over to my private hangar bay, and direct the Arbiter that 
way too. They'll be accompanying me on the f ace-to-f ace . Alert 
Captain Micheals in the secondary bridge that he's in charge until I 
get back . " 

The Admiral began to walk towards the bridge doors. "Get Commander 
Carter and the Master Chief up here as well, they'll be serving as 
security. And make sure Chief has Cortana with him." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


xpxst rong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity* *_* * , S-Deck** 

**Date: Unknown** 

John-117 stepped out of the rotating gyroscopic machine that had just 
attached his MJOLNIR, his heavy boots making a resounding _clang_ on 
the deck. He nodded a thanks to the technicians that had helped him, 
and began walking to his weapons locker. 

The familiar rising sound of his shield charging bounced around in 
his helmet, and he was momentarily enveloped in a field of pulsating 
yellow. With the bar at the top of his HUD completely filled, John 
was then surrounded by a second field of solid blue, resulting in a 
second bar right below his main shield bar being filled as 
well . 



After thirty plus years of fighting enemies whose mainline shock 
troops were shielded, the UNSC had finally begun to take steps in the 
same direction. This was made possible by several breakthroughs in 
downscaling rechargeable energy sources and reverse engineering 
Promethean hard light barrier equipment. In 2559 UNSC R&D had come 
out with the Individual Hard Light Barrier System to finally give all 
UNSC troops a form of protection other than their armor. Shaped like 
a hexagon and as large as a fist, the barrier emitter was designed to 
be compatible with already existing UNSC battle dress, able to snap 
into already existing midsection compartments. 

The device worked by emitting an extremely slight magnetic field that 
enveloped the wearer, and if that field was broken by a projectile of 
significant force, the hard light barrier sprung up to deflect the 
round. While not as powerful as standard MJOLNIR or Sangheili 
shielding, in tests these new barriers had been able to withstand a 
couple seconds of fire until the wearer was able to get to cover, and 
98% of the time could withstand a standard ballistic round to the 
head, previously an instantly lethal shot. UNSC Marines and 
non-Spartan Special Forces had dubbed the new invention a godsend, 
while Spartan's had welcomed another layer of energy 
protection . 

John, who had always believed in gaining every advantage possible, 
had attached a Barrier System to the back of his armor, but in 
reality he knew that the added layer was only a drop in the bucket 
compared to the proteciton offered to him by his suit, MJOLNIR Mk . 
VIII . 

However, where it differed was in the makeup of the actual armor 
itself. After stumbling upon a Forerunner armor suit in near perfect 
condition on ONI Research Facility Trevelyan, scientists had rushed 
to work on reverse engineering anything they could. Though they had 
only been given a few weeks, scientists had managed to imitate the 
molecular makeup of the armor plating used by the Forerunner suit. 
However, recreating the armor was extremely expensive, and it had 
been deemed only practical to be used in small-scale projects. 
Coincidentally, the schematics for the newest set of MJONIR, Mk . VIII 
were just being drawn up, and UNSC techs wanted to but the first 
batch of Forerunner plate, designated Prefect plate, to use. 

Gone was the Ultra-dense, ultra heavy titanium alloy outer shell, 
instead replaced by the much lighter, stronger and versatile 
Forunnner composite armor, which in tests was nearly six times as 
durable as the strongest piece of UNSC armor of comparable make, and 
this was just the first generation retrograde. The scientists at 
Trevelyan promised that in time they could build even stronger 
versions of the armor plating, perhaps even recreate the Forerunner 
'Combat Skin', but for now this was the best they could do. The 
Forerunner plate showed its unique influence on the suit; the Mk . 

VIII was more angled and linear than previous versions. Sections of 
Prefect plate were also grafted into the already existing titanium 
nano-composite bodysuit, adding further reinforcing and 
protection . 

But with the Mk . VIII being the latest piece of MJOLNIR, some major 
improvements were made to other areas. The hydrostatic gel layer has 
been beefed up due to the Prefect plate being less bulky and heavy, 
allowing more space for under layers. Delves into refining the 
reactive metal liquid crystal layer that was sandwiched between the 



external armor and internal padding had been positive, increasing the 
average Spartan reaction times by a minimal twelve percent. The 
immensely complex molecular memory structure woven into the metal 
crystal layer has been upgraded to accommodate Fifth Generation smart 
AI's, and now provides an option for AI ' s to actively transfer in and 
out of the suit without the need for a removal of the data chip from 
the helmet. Also embedded all over the armor were nanobots that would 
perform minor repairs to the superstructure and passively upgrade 
software whenever the suit was put into stasis. Lastly, a new hybrid 
cold fusion-plasma reactor powered the whole suit, giving the Mk . 

VIII a remarkable increase in available power. 

With the addition of Prefect plates, the Mk . VIII had proven more 
expensive and complicated to manufacture that any armor system in 
UNSC history, which was why there was only one in existence. When the 
question arose on who exactly to give the suit to, the answer was 
unanimous . 

With the new Mk . VIII, John was stronger, quicker, and more durable 
than he had ever been before. When compared to the Mk . VII 's that the 
rest of the Spartan-II's of Blue Team used, John had just barely lost 
to Kelly, the fasted human alive. He usually lost by a second or two, 
but this time it was only by milliseconds. When put alongside the 
GEN2 MJOLNIR variations that the Spartan- Ills and Vi's utilized, 
there wasn't even a contest. 

As the Spartan reached his weapons locker, he typed in the code to 
unlock it and the door popped open. He reached his hand in and 
withdrew the weapon inside. 

Another product R&D had spun out was the weapon he was now holding in 
his hands. The X-ACS, or Expiremental Adaptive Combat System, was the 
absolute cutting-edge when it came to Eorerunner-inf luenced UNSC 
weapons systems. With a bullpup design that placed the trigger and 
main hand grip near the stock of the rifle, it was a lot like other 
UNSC rifles. However, that is where the similarities ended. The X-ACS 
had a sharply angular, yet slightly bulky frame that looked robust 
and deadly. In a way, it was strongly reminiscent of the Promethean 
light rifle. It wasn't as long as said rifle though, with roughly the 
same dimensions of a standard Assault Rifle. 

Other than its aesthetically different design, what really set the 
X-ACS apart was the ammunition it fired, and the way that it did so. 
This new weapon was one of the few in the UNSC arsenal to have 
abandoned the tried and true chemical propellant ammunition system. 
After months of thorough reverse-engineering, UNSC scientists had 
managed to figure out how to recreate the process in which hardlight 
projectiles were formed. They had figured out that the "magazines" 
that had to be inserted into Promethean weapons didn't contain any 
sort of ammunition. In fact, they were mini-energy sources that 
powered an internal manufacturing plant, which then produced the hard 
light rounds. While scientists had not been able to recreate the 
method at which the rounds were fired in Promethan weapons, they were 
able to reconstruct a version of the internal manufacturing plant. In 
a brilliant series of ideas, scientists had done away with the 
mini-energy magazines that powered the plant, instead seeking a more 
constant source of energy. They had found this in the form of the 
fusion reactors that powered Spartan MJOLNIR armor, and the energy 
was transferred from the suits to the rifle through micro-conduit s in 
both the gloves and the rifle grip. While this insured an almost 



unlimited source of ammunition, it also restricted the use of the 
rifle to Spartan's only, at least for now. 

Also, the X-ACS was the first UNSC infantry rifle to utilize magnetic 
rail technology. The 'barrel' of the rifle were actually a pair of 
magnetic metallic rails that used two sliding contacts to permit a 
large electric current to pass through the projectile. This current 
interacted with the strong magnetic fields generated by the rails to 
accelerate said projectile to hypersonic velocities. While this 
technology had already been utilized, the heavy Asymmetric Recoilless 
Carbine-920 being the first example, the X-ACS was the first to 
reduce it to a level small enough to be adapted for infantry combat 
rifles. Like the hard light round manufacturing plant, the magnetic 
coils in the barrel drew their power from the Spartan's suit as 
well . 

What really made the X-ACS remarkable though, was its adaptability. A 
small computer controlled both the hard light manufacturing plant and 
the charge of the magnetic coils, and commands could be inputted to 
change both the caliber of the round and the amount of charge in the 
coils. This feature is what gave the X-ACS its adaptability, as the 
user could tailor the size of the round they wanted to fire, and the 
rate at which they wanted to do so. However, this system was not 
without its limitations. The larger the round, the more energy needed 
to propel it through the coil, and vice versa. In this way it 
functioned much like a normal rifle, in that the heavier the round, 
the lower rate of fire, and the lighter the round, the higher rate of 
fire. For example, the X-ACS could fire what was equivalent to a 
14.5xll4mm caliber bullet every three seconds, while it could fire 
9mm equivalent rounds at a blistering 1600 rpm. 

Initial tests were phenomenal. At every possible caliber, the unique 
properties of the hard light rounds and the incredible velocities 
provided by the magnetic coils resulted in an outperf ormance of every 
single UNSC rifle in terms of effective range, armor penetration, and 
accuracy and sheer stopping power. By all who had seen it in action, 
the X-ACS had been deemed 'revolutionary.' The tactical implications 
of having a weapon that could perform almost any role, form rapid 
suppressive fire, three-round bursts, hard-hitting semi-automatic 
sniper fire, and everything in between, were enormous. It also would 
cut down exponentially on the logistical side of things. Gone was the 
need for millions of rounds of different chemical ammunition, 
replaced by self-manufacturing hard light rounds. Troops would also 
no longer have to carry different weapons for different roles, they 
had one platform that could perform in all situations. While the 
X-ACS were currently limited to Spartan use, adaptions were being 
made for mainline troops who didn't have MJOLNIR by instead using 
mini-energy sources, much like the Promethean weapons 
' magazines . ' 

For a solider like John, who was extremely good at everything but not 
perfect at one thing, the rifle was a dream come true. After 
attaching the X-ACS to the magnetic clamps on his back, he reached in 
and grabbed a venerable Magnum sidearm, snapping it and a few 
magazines onto magnets on his right hip. 

Now fully armed to the specif icat ions Lasky had requested, he made 
his way to an elevator that would take him to the deck that the 
Admiral's personal hangar was on. 



As he was about to step into the elevator, he saw another Spartan 
coming his way, clad in light blue Mk . VII MJOLNIR. His HUD 
automatically tagged him as Commander Carter, the commanding officer 
of all Spartans aboard the _Infinity_, which meant the Chief as 
well . 

"Sir!" he said, snapping off a crisp salute. 

"Master Chief." Carter replied, returning the salute. "The Mk . VIII 
looks good on you. Ready for another First Contact?" he said with an 
air of lightheartedness that belied the situation. 

"Yes sir." replied John. In the years that he had gotten to know and 
serve under Carter, he had grown to immensely respect his 
capabilities not only as a Spartan, but also as a strategist. He had 
proven time and time again that if you told Carter's Spartans to do 
something, they would do it in a more effective or destructive way 
than any other infantry branch in the UNSC. He was a born leader, and 
he inspired confidence and bravery in everyone around him, Spartan or 
not. The fact that he had managed to get his entire squad off of the 
hellhole that Reach had become, alive and functional, when the 
Covenant attacked was testament enough to his skill as a leader, and 
was certainly more than John could say about himself. A brief flash 
of memory, a list of names in his HUD listed as MIA before the real 
mission had even begun all of those years ago still haunted him to 
this day. Reach had for all intense and purposes ended the Spartan 
IIs an effective fighting unit. Only 11 were left of his original 
family, and every time he thought about it the wound felt as raw as 
when it first happened. Some things just didn't heal no matter how 
much time passed. 

But that was the past. And Sierra-117 was a man who remembered the 
past but didn't dwell on it. 

Ever since Carter had succeeded Commander Palmer as the Spartan 
compliments CO, The Master Chief had been happy to follow him. Both 
in the way that he was better working in a small unit, preferably 
with his fellow Spartans of Blue Team, but also in gratitude for 
someone else to shoulder the responsibility of command. 

Carter commanded, and the Master Chief as his senior Non-Commissioned 
officer and right hand, lead those men and supervised their training. 
As a result the Spartans and their augmented forces aboard the 
Infinity had reached unprecedented levels of skill thanks to Blue 
Teams advanced training regimen. 

But to the Master Chief they were still onlyaC 1 .acceptable. 

The Master Chief sighed. He had wished to acquire Grey team from the 
Fort Carson training grounds so they could impart their skills onto 
the Ills and IVs of Infinity's Spartan compliment, but unfortunately 
for him they had taken over all aspects of Spartan training back in 
the Sol system, and the next batch of Spartans were expected to come 
online within the month. John couldn't help but smirk at the irony of 
the situation. Adrianna, Jai and Mike had _never_ fit the mold of the 
model Spartan. 

Their specialty had been improvisation and adaptation to an ever 
changing battlefield, rather than strict adherence to mission 
protocol and parameters like the rest of their brothers and sisters 



had been. They were free thinkers and quick to adapt and exploit new 
tactical and strategic opportunities with minimal command oversight. 
Behind enemy lines they had caused unrivaled_ havoc_ on the Covenant 
logistical support base and provided the UNSC a wealth of valuable 
strategic information that had helped turn the tide of the war. 

Now it was hoped they would impart that kind of critical thinking and 
improvisation onto the next batch of Spartans. Personally, John 
couldn't wait to see the results. 

The two Spartans spent the rest of the ride in silence, and the audio 
amplifiers in John's helmet picked up the argument before the doors 
even opened. 

"...hell did you think you were doing! Charging up your lateral 
plasma lines ! " 

"I was taking the actions I deemed necessary to protect my crew! You 
saw how close those reinforcements arrived to our ship!" 

"If you had fired, you would have ignited a shooting war that could 
have killed all of us! Not even the _Shadow of Intent_ can stand up 
to a hundred ships at once." 

"You don't_ command _me Admiral, the _Intent_ is my ship, and I will 
do with it as I please." 

Carter and the Chief walked out into the hangar bay to witness a 
full-fledged argument between Admiral Lasky and the Arbiter. Lasky 
was glaring up at the Arbiter, who had his neck bend down and his 
mandibles spread. 

"Are you that blind that you don't understand what's going on? We're 
stranded! Cut off from both the UNSC and your Separatists, we need to 
handle this situation with care." 

"Was you putting the _Infinity_ in my direct line of fire _handling 
the situation with care_?" 

From the back of the hangar boomed a surprisingly quiet yet firm 
voice interceded. "With respect sir. Arbiter, this isn't helping. We 
are moments away from meeting this Systems Alliance's delegation. We 
need to work out our own game plan before we proceed." 

Lasky and the Arbiter ceased their bickering momentarily and turned 
to the source of the noise, only to find Lieutenant Commander Dare 
striding up to them in her all-black ONI dress uniform. She looked 
immaculate, blonde hair tied up in a loose bun, uniform crisply 
pressed, and black dress shoes polished to a gleam. Beautiful, yet at 
the same time strangely dangerous looking. She stepped in between 
Lasky and the Arbiter and gently eased them away from each 
other . 

"If we're going to establish any type of positive image, we need to 
present a strong, unified front to this 'Systems Alliance'. You two 
going at each other's throats like Jihralanhe only serves to make us 
look broken, divided, and weak. It makes us vulnerable, something we 
can't afford. But if we look united in our efforts, we can and will 
survive. Divided they could isolate us and destroy us piecemeal. Now 
I know that it's not true, but the more we all look like perfect 



allies, the better." Dare spoke firmly and with a quiet conviction 
that commanded respect and held the attention of the men around her. 
Realizing the sense in her words, both the Arbiter and Lasky backed 
down . 

Just now noticing the two Spartans standing idly to the side, Lasky 
said, "Good, you're here. Roland has just informed me that a corvette 
has arrived in the designated meeting space. They're flashing their 
running lights, so I guess that's our signal. Chief, grab Cortana and 
let's get this show on the road." 

Lasky, Dare, the Arbiter, and Carter made their way to a waiting 
Pelican, while the Chief strode towards a holopedestal near the 
corner of the hangar. 

"Cortana? " 

On the pedestal, the small figure of a woman materialized into view. 
Lines of code ran down her purple-blue figure, and a large smile 
played across her lips. The AI tilted her head, chin length hair 
bobbing in response. "I'm here Chief." 

"Ready to get back to work?" From the back of his helmet, John 
withdrew an empty data chip and held it near the pedestal. Cortana 
reached out and 'touched' it, disappearing form the pedestal while 
the chips empty core turned an electrical purple. Chief inserted the 
chip back into his helmet, and felt the now uniquely soothing 
sensation of a momentary chill running through his body. 

Inside his internal helmet speakers, a playful voice answered 
him. 

"Are you kidding? I've been ready since this whole thing began. 
Bickering with Roland over system resources is not fun, let me tell 
you. He's a snarky little thing, and he thinks he's almost as smart 
as I am. It keeps our dialogue _lively_. " 

The Other AI ' s avatar popped up on the pedastol with his arms crossed 
and a smirk on his face, just as Cortana 'jumped' into the Chiefs 
armor. "I'm _flattered_ that you think so highly of me. Try not to 
start a war while your out there." 

Cortana replied through the Chief's loudspeakers "Well, no promises. 
But it's good to have goals." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Systems Alliance Headquarters, London<strong> 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"What you are suggesting us to do is quiet extreme Admiral 
Anderson . " 

"What I'm _suggest ing_, is to listen to the facts, and you'll see 
that I'm just as extreme as I need to be." Anderson said, a slight 
hint of annoyance in his voice. "One. There are twelve ships the like 
we have never seen before in orbit above Earth. Two are over five 
kilometers, and _none have any trace of Element Zero_. " 



"We've all read the report from Admiral Hackett, we are well informed 
of the situat - " began one of the Admirals before Anderson cut him 
of f . 


"Two, we've lost contact with two of our most outermost colonies, and 
the four ships sent to investigate haven't reported back in three 
days . " 

The same Admiral began to speak again, sighing in exasperation. 

"Those colonies _chose_ to isolate themselves from the protection of 
the Alliance, they knew the risks." 

"But what about the crews aboard those four warships? Are we just 
going to ignore them too?" shot a female Admiral from across the 
room. She then motioned to Anderson to continue. 

"Three, you have one of Humanity's greatest heros locked up not two 
hundred feet away!" he concluded. 

"Our imprisonment of Shepard is fully justified. The Hegemony still 
wants his head on a plate for what he did at the Alpha 
Relay . " 

Anderson scoffed. "Don't act like you care about the fate of a few 
hundred thousand Batarians Admiral Jorgensen." 

Jorgensen bared his teeth at Anderson. "That's not what it's about. 
Shepard willingly worked with Cerberus, a sworn enemy of the 
Alliance, acting against both our orders and those of the Council. 
He's a rebel Anderson, a _rogue_. The Alliance can't trust 
him! . " 

Anderson's mouth dropped. "You can't trust him? You can't trust him?! 
You can't trust the hero of the Skyllian Blitz, the savior of Elysium 
who singlehandedly held off hundreds of terrorists to allow hundreds 
more Alliance civilians to escape? You can't trust one of the highest 
scoring N7 graduates in the history of the program? You can't trust 
the first human Specter, the only one who recognized the threat of 
Saren and Sovereign, and the savior of the Council?" 

"Shepard broke a dozen different regulations taking the SR-1 ! He 
committed treason, and you were an accomplice!" Jorgensen 
shouted . 

"Dammit Jorgensen, this isn't about the regulations!" growled 
Anderson, pointing a finger as the bald human high Admiral. "The 
Reapers are coming back! You're telling me it's not coincidental that 
these unknown ships appeared at the _exact_ time the task force sent 
to ascertain the situation of the two dark colonies was declared MIA. 
And what's more, you're telling me you don't trust the only human who 
has put his life on the line again and again to fight the 
Reapers ? " 

Jorgensen rolled his eyes. "It always comes back to the Reapers with 
you Anderson. You're obsession with mythological death machines is 
not welcome in this chamber." 

"They're the real threat here, whether you refuse to believe it or 
not." said Anderson as convictingly as he could. 



"Enough about the Reaper's Anderson, get to the point. Why should we 
release Shepard? So he can go out on another goose chase for some 
evil AI ' s hell bent on 'harvesting the galaxy'?" questioned 
Jorgensen . 

"No." said Anderson. The Alliance Admiral stood a little straighter 
and placed his hands behind his back. "I want Shepard representing 
Humanity during the meeting, alongside Admiral Hackett and 
myself . " 

Jorgensen rubbed his eyes. "And why do you say that?" 

"As much as you may not want to admit it, Shepard represents the best 
of Humanity. He's tough, charismatic, and well-liked. The man is a 
bloody hero for God's sake, the kid with the troubled past who 
managed to do incredible good. Shepard's a people person, he has an 
ability to make people willing to talk unlike anything I've ever 
seen. He's a superb negotiator in his own way, and a natural leader. 
You know as well as I do how he managed to get the loyalty of almost 
a dozen completely different individuals, enough so that they 
followed him into hell through the Omega Four. He's a perfect fit for 
a First Contact coordinator. Besides, it's his ship we're taking to 
the rendezvous." 

"The SR-2 is an Alliance vessel now, and we can use her however we 
please." said Jorgensen. 

"The Normandy is as much a part of Shepard as his shooting arm, and 
he knows the ship better than anyone in the galaxy." 

Jorgensen looked around the room of councilors, met by angry eyes 
from some, determined eyes from others, and apathetic eyes from a 
few. He rubbed his temples and said, "Fine. We will hold a vote." 
Jorgensen typed a few commands onto a datapad. 

"All in favor of granting Commander John Shepard temporary 
reinstatement, type your vote in your datapads." 

Throughout the room, councilors typed in their vote, and Jorgensen's 
datapad dinged when the results were in. He looked up to Anderson, 
back to his datapad, than at Anderson again. He frowned, saying with 
the least amount of emotion he could, "Congratulations Admiral, your 
request has been approved. An MR will show you to Shepard's cell. Get 
the Normandy to the meeting location as soon as possible Admiral, the 
sooner this is over the sooner we will now what the hell is going on. 
Dismissed . " 

"Thank you Councilor." Anderson said before spinning on his heels and 
striding out the door. As he crossed the threshold into the bustling 
lobby, he spotted a dark-haired man in standard Alliance fatigues 
walking towards him. 

"Admiral Anderson." he greeted, falling into step besides 
Anderson . 

"Major Alenko." replied Anderson. "What brings you to Alliance 
command today? I thought you were still on shore leave?" 

Alenko rolled his eyed. "_Emergency Budget Meeting_. " he said 
sarcast ically . "You know Admiral, I appreciate you promoting me and 



all, but if I had known the amount of meetings and paperwork I would 
have to go through I would have respectively declined." 

Anderson gave a slight chuckle, which Alenko returned. "Get used to 
it Major." he playfully said. 

"I never thought I ' d be saying it, but I'm jealous of Lieutenant 
Williams. I bet she doesn't spend _nearly_ as much time behind a desk 
as I do . " 

Alenko turned his shoulder and deftly dodged a hurrying intern who 
wasn't looking where she was going, then he asked "So where are you 
headed Admiral? I notice you've got some purpose in your 
steps . " 

"The brig." he answered. 

"The brig? But the only person there is... wait a second, I'm not 
about to be involved in another jailbreak, am I?" 

Anderson snorted. "No Major, Udina's off world, so who would I punch 
in the face if I was? Shepard's been temporarily reinstated by the 
Admiralty Board." 

The two stopped by a locker, and Anderson pressed a few keys, 
withdrawing a large bag. They continued walking. 

"Reinstated? Lemme guess, it's because of those mystery ships isn't 
it?" Alenko asked. 

Anderson nodded. "Commander Shepard will be accompanying Admiral 
Hackett and I as the delegates for the Systems Alliance." They got to 
a door guarded by a burly looking Hispanic man in black fatigue pants 
and a grey Alliance Special Forces shirt. 

As they approached, Anderson turned to Alenko. "And you're coming 
with us Major . " 

Alenko looked confused. "Me sir?" 

"Yes, we're going into this relatively blind, so I want people I 
trust guarding our backs. That means you, and that means Lieutenant 
Williams. Last I heard she was a couple blocks away at the Ordinance 
Testing Facility. Find her, tell her she's part of the security 
detail, and report to the Normandy at dry dock as soon as possible. 
We'll be departing for the meeting location as soon as we 


Alenko was thrilled. This would be his first real mission since the 
disaster at Virmire. Since he had been left behinda€ 1 

He'd barely made it to minimal safe distance from the blast wave. It 
had taken all his strength just to do it. He'd been lucky to find 
some hard cover that shielded him from the worst of the fallout and 
BMP blasta€lbut it had still fried his electronics, and his 
L2-implants. How he had survived that was a mystery no one had been 
able to solve. How he had been able to survive all alone on that 
planet for over _2 years_ was another. Until, that is, he had been 
rescued by a scout group from Clan Urdinot looking to salvage 
anything they could from Sarens Genophage cure. 



He had been made an honorary member of clan Urdinot on the spot by 
Wrex himself for his tenacious survival on that hostile world for two 
years, then was immediately Evac ' d back to Alliance space. He 
remembered on the jump back Wrex had told him, "Anyone who could 
survive a nuke to the face and then two years of isolation was Krogan 
enough for him." 

That had been six months ago. Since his return to Alliance custody 
his days had been filled with psych evaluations, skin grafts, 
surgeries, receiving new biotic implants, and enough physical therapy 
to put him in tip top shape and finally passing all of his 
recert if icat ions and requalifications. Despite the numerous concerns 
over his mental stability and 'quirky' behavior, he had been cleared 
for duty _reluctant ly_ only last week with some modest pressure from 
Admiral Anderson. 

"Can do Admiral. I'll grab Wilson and see you at the Normandy." 
replied Alenko, with a smile while saluting then quickly striding 
away . 

Anderson blinkedaC 1 Wilson? Anderson thought it over before he decided 
it was best not to know and continued on. He sure hoped he hadn't 
made a mistake in getting Alenko reinstatedaC 1 . 

"The Commander's ready to see you." said the guard at the door. He 
pressed a button and the door slid open with a _hiss_. Anderson 
stepped in and saw the Commander sitting at a chair reading a data 
tablet . 

Alerted by the opening door and Anderson in his peripheral vision, 
Shepard stood out of his chair and gave a warm smile to the 
Admiral . 

"Anderson!" he exclaimed warmly, stepping forwards and firmly shaking 
hands with Anderson. "It's good to see you sir. What brings you 
by?" 

He tossed Shepard a bag, which Shepard caught in both hands. He 
opened the bag and found that inside were Alliance Dress Blues. _His 
_Dress Blues. Shepard looked up to Anderson, eyebrows raised. 

"Get dressed, and make it quick." Anderson simply said. 

Shepard nodded, and began the process of changing. 

"I'll give you the quick version." began Anderson. "Approximately an 
hour ago, twelve ships of unknown origin and capability just 
_appeared_ a couple hundred thousand kilometers. We don't know how 
they got here, or why they're here, but we do know that two of the 
ships are _massive_. " 

"How massive?" asked Shepard, just finishing buttoning up his 
pants . 

"Five and a half kilometers." 

Shepard whistled in appreciation and paused, a black sock halfway on 
his left foot. "Five and a half kilometers?" 



"Yeah. And get this. All twelve of the ships are showing almost 
non-existent eezo readings." 

Shepard was now in the process of shrugging on his tunic. "So who are 
they ? " 

"We don't know. After barely avoiding a full-on battle, Hackett and 
the _Kilimanjaro _managed to briefly establish contact, but it was 
pretty spotty. Two things they did manage to learn was that these 
unknowns spoke English. Not translated English, but real, 
honest-to-god English. Secondly, they seem to be as interested in 
avoiding a conflict as we are. Whether that's because we outnumber 
them by almost a hundred ships, or the fact that they appeared dead 
in the water when they first arrived, we don't know. But we _do _know 
that we appear to be dealing with some sort of military organization, 
evidenced by someone calling himself 'Admiral Lasky' on the other 
side of the comm." 

The Commander nodded his head slowly. He finished buttoning up his 
shirt, then looked up to Anderson, gesturing to his uniform. "So 
what's this about?" 

"Shepard, you're accompanying Admiral Hackett and I as the delegated 
for the Systems Alliance. We are using the Normandy as the meeting 
grounds, as the refits to its weapons systems haven't been completed 
yet. If worse comes to worse, we can always engage the stealth 
systems and get the hell out of there. But I want you there Shepard. 
It's your ship, I trust you, and I want you there. You're the best 
Humanity has to offer." said Anderson. 

Shepard stood a little bit straighter upon hearing that. "I would be 
honored to represent the Alliance sir. But last time I checked, I was 
still in Alliance custody." 

Anderson smiled and withdrew something from his pocket, then tossed 
it at Shepard. 

He caught it with one hand, feeling the familiar cold metal of 
dogtags. Lieutenant Commander Shepard, John. _His 
_dogtags . 

"Consider yourself reinstated." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Hope I didn't bore you guys too much with all the 
tech-talk. As for Cortana and Noble surviving. I'll get to that in 
later chapters. Now just to clarify, this story is AU, or Alternate 
Universe. That means that both the Halo and Mass Effect sides of the 
story haven't and will not exactly conform to canon<strong> 

**Eeel free to leave a review!** 


4. Chapter 4: Eirst Contact Pt II 

**Authors Note: Hey everybody, sorry for the long wait, to make up 
for it here's an extra-long chapter. ** 


**As always, special thanks to my beta JonHarper for his diligent 



work . * * 

**Just as a side note, I've changed Dare's rank from Captain to 
Lieutenant Colonel. I just feel that it would fit 
better . * * 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Chapter Four: First Contact<strong> 

**UNSC Pelican D-822, En Route to Designated Meeting 
Corvette* * 

**Date: Unknown** 

With a sense of grace that belied its massive size the Pelican rose 
nimbly off the hanger deck and effortlessly pushed past the 
atmospheric shields within the large cavernous bay. The pilot goosed 
the throttle as the Pelican shot into space before turning to follow 
the Nav markers Cortana had set to rendezvous with the distant 
Corvette . 

Inside the expansive troop bay 5 figures gathered around in a loose 
semi-circle near a vid screen as they went through their brief. 
Lieutenant Colonel Dare and Admiral Lasky were seated while the 
Arbiter and the two Spartans held onto the hand holds as they stood. 
The Master Chief had his helmet on as perusual while Commander Carter 
held his helmet to his side. The Arbiter just looked bored. 

Dare turned toward the Master Chief. "Cortana, I assume that you have 
been monitoring all communicat ions traffic in and aroundaC 1 Earth? " 

The ONI operative asked with a somewhat pained expression on her face 
at the mentioning of Earth. 

Lasky 's lips twitched in amused sympathy. He couldn't blame her. The 
idea of spying on your own home worldaC 1 .which at the same time 
_wasn't_ your home world was more than a little confusing. It left 
him with a bad taste in his mouth and a weird feeling in his gut he 
couldn't quite identify. 

"Only for the past twenty minutes or so, ma'am" the AI responded 
archly . 

Dare grinned in response to the AI ' s whimsical humor, "Only twenty 
minutes? We've been here about an hour now. You're slowing down in 
your old age Cortana." 

Rather than be offended, lithe feminine laughter echoed from the 
Chiefs speakers "Hardly. I spent most of that time arguing with 
Roland about who got to monitor what. He's rather spirited for such a 
young whipper snapper. Why I may have to take him over my knee if he 
keeps it up. Thank goodness we don't use paper anymore, I swear we 
would have butchered an entire rainforest with the length of our 
rather productive bickering." 


Dares grin disappeared as she turned serious 


"What did you 



learn? " 


The nearby wall screen snapped on as information began to scroll down 
the screen next to a picture of Cortana's face and her voice now 
emanated from the screens speakers. 

The AI ' s tone shifted to all business. "I decided to let Roland 
handle cracking their military encryption. Hopefully he'll have 
access by the time we get back. I've taken to monitoring civilian 
broadcasts as those channels are unencrypted, and I've discovered a 
wealth of information. It's too much to brief in the short time we 
have, so I'll narrow down our focus to the basics of who these people 
are and what's pertinent to this coming meeting. The rest I'll file 
away in my report once we get back to _Infinity_. " 

Lasky nodded and motioned for her to go on. 

"The circumstances leading up to the last few decades are 
frighteningly familiar. So much so they could have been ripped from 
the pages of our own history books, which in an of itself should be 
impossible. I've identified the point of divergence as of 37 years 
ago, local time, where the Systems Alliance charter was signed." 

"It would have to be something huge to get the planet to unite, 
Cortana." Admiral Lasky intoned. 

"Very much so Admiral," Cortana replied evenly. What prompted this 
big Kumbaya moment was a discovery on Mars. In March of 2148, local 
time, a mining team unearthed the subterranean ruins of an alien 
research station at the Mars South pole revealing incontrovertible 
proof of the existence of Alien life. Naturally this had a rather 
_profound_ impact on the civilian population at large to the point 
where it became a near obsession. Religious, political, social and 
economic upheaval hardly do justice to what can only be described as 
probably the most important event in human history. The news of the 
discovery dominated the media and raised questions not only about the 
existence and purpose of humanity, but questions about the aliens 
themselves. Foremost, were they still out there? While these 
questions had served to fracture most religions they had a unifying 
effect in politics. Rather than nations fighting each other over 
their differences, it was now "us vs. them" and the foundations of a 
united human front were laid." 

"The main form of government on this Earth is the Systems Alliance; a 
supranational government based on a parliamentary system that 
represents Earth and all her colonies. Established in 2149 local 
time, the SA treaty was ratified within the year. It consisted of 18 
of Earths largest nations at the time, but it has since grown to 
encompass every nation on the planet. Not long after the charter was 
ratified the Systems Alliance military was established and it has 
since grown to be the primary form of defense for Earth and her 
colonies. All national militaries have since been rolled into 
it . " 

Lieutenant Colonel Dare looked ready to speak but Cortana promptly 
anticipated the question, "On our own Mars we've covered that area 
extensively and no alien relics or structures were ever discovered. I 
can only theorize that one of the local races stumbled onto this 
humanity and for reasons unknown decided to monitor them. 
Interestingly enough the locals have apparently identified this 



mysterious alien race as 'The Protheans ' . " 


"I am unfamiliar with that name construct. How is any of this 
possible?" The Arbiter asked, his strong deep voice seeming to boom 
across the internal compartment of the Pelican. "There are humans 
here, in this galaxy. Have you found any other races that we are 
familiar with?" 

Cortana shook her head, "No Arbiter. I haven't found any references 
for any of the species that we are familiar with back home. Whether 
they don't exist here or just haven't been encountered yet remains 
unclear. I'll need more data before I can render an accurate 
hypothesis. However there _are_ records of alien races we are not 
familiar with. But I'm getting a bit ahead of myself." 

The screen changed to a galaxy map where distinct areas were 
highlighted in various shades of green and blue along with 
corresponding picture of aliens. What grabbed Lasky's attention was 
how spread out and isolated many of these star clusters were, as if 
they were settled in an almost haphazard way. He pushed the thought 
aside. The last thing he need was to be distracted by what amounted 
to nothing more than idle curiosity. 

Cortana's voice brought him out of his musings. "I've downloaded a 
civilian version of something called a 'Codex' which has an amazing 
amount of useful information in it. Humanity didn't just discover the 
existence of alien life but also technology. Over the next 8 years 
with the combined efforts of the Systems Alliance working in concert 
the world see massive technological leaps. We're talking hundreds of 
years almost overnight. Among the most important was the development 
of viable artificial gravity, working FTL technology and the 
discovery of the Mass Relay system." 

The image on the screen shifted to what Lasky could only describe as 
a giant tuning fork with a bright blue-purple 'core', and gyroscopic 
'rings' spinning around it. It was perhaps one of the most bizarre 
things he's ever seen. 

"What you are looking at is the Charon Mass relay, said to be 
constructed by the Protheans fifty thousand years ago, which as you 
can guess by the name orbits Pluto. Here however instead of being an 
uninteresting ball of ice, the moon of Charon was was in fact a 
dormant mass relay that connected to an entire network of these 
things spread throughout the galaxy. This Humanity then reactivated 
it and sent a ship through. Travel is virtually instantaneous from 
one relay to another through the manipulation of something called 
'Mass Effect Fields.' The relay here connects to its corresponding 
relay and creates a 'mass free corridor' then sends the ship through. 
How these people are able to manipulate mass so casually is something 
I can only guess at. But I'll wager it's something they developed 
from the Prothean technology they recovered on Mars." 

"This particular relay lead to the Arcturus system in the 
constellation of Bootes thirty six light years away. Humanity hit the 
jackpot here as Arcturus was some form of Relay hub system with 
multiple mass Relays connecting to other systems." 

A quizzical look crosses Commander Carter's face. "So these relays 
can't connect to every other relay out there?" 



Cortana shook her head. "Correct Commander. Mass Relays are transit 
devices usually located within star systems. They form an enormous 
network allowing near instantaneous point to point interstellar 
travel. Some are gravitationally anchored to a planet, like Charon, 
while others are free floating in certain star system and are 
carefully tracked. There are two kinds of relays, primary and 
secondary relays. Primary relays can propel a ship thousands of light 
years but only link to one other relay, its "partner" . Secondary 
relays can link to any other relay over shorter distances, only a few 
hundred light years. 

Cortana continued. "After discovering the Charon Relay, Humanity 
began a rapid expansion thanks to their new-found connection to the 
mass relay network. Hoping to expand their territory and driven by 
immense curiosity about the galaxy, they began activating _every_ 
mass relay they could find." 

"However, in 2157, their actions caught the notice of a race called 
the Turians, who found human explorers reactivating an inactive mass 
relay known as Relay 314. A short war was followed known as the First 
Contact war. I'll spare you the long winded details, but needless to 
say this wasn't anything like what we had with the Covenant. 
Casualties were absurdly light and the fighting was rather civil by 
our standards; only lasting a couple of months with one colony being 
occupied and later liberated. The war ended in an armistice when an 
alliance of aliens known as the Citadel Alliance intervened. The 
Systems Alliance eventually signed a treaty with the Citadel 
Alliance, essentially joining the organization which they are still 
apart of to this day." 

The human occupants shared bewildered looks at that statement. It was 
so far removed from the experiences the UNSC had with Covenant. The 
Arbiter was keen to pick up on this as well. 

"What you are saying construct, is that the humans of this world have 
elected to join this Citadel Alliance?" 

Cortana nodded, "Essentially yes. Though there are several points of 
the treaty that _we_ would have serious issues with, the Alliance 
seems to have accepted with minimal resistance. And if this codex is 
right, humanity has come to be one of the most influential members of 
the Citadel, even going so far as to become a member on the governing 
council. Apparently, this is unheard of as other races have been 
petitioning for decades, if not centuries, for a seat on the 
councilaC 1 yet humanity did it in under four decades." 

Lasky blinked. This was definitely a very different outcome than what 
the UNSC had dealt with. It was as if these humans had joined their 
version of the Covenant and then in the span of a few short decades 
became a leading member. Lasky scowled internally and halted that 
chain of thought right then and there. He was making assumptions. 
Whoever these aliens were they clearly were _not_ the Covenant. This 
was new territory. He would have to deal with and judge these aliens 
based on their own merits, not because of a passing similarity they 
may or may not share with the Covenant . 

Lasky frowned internally. Each tidbit of information Cortana gave 
them spurred a dozen different questions. And as much as he wanted to 
learn everything he could, he had to stay focused. 



"_Admiral, I have the SSV Normandy in sight. We're thee minutes 
out . 

"Thank you Jacobs." Lasky replied before addressing his team. "As 
fascinating as this is Cortana, and I very much look forward to 
reading your report, let's focus on this immediate situation. Were 
you able to find anything on this Admiral Hackett? I don't like going 
into this blind. Anything you have could help shed some light would 
be helpful . " 

Cortana nodded "I managed to find a few things in the civilian codex. 
Admiral Steven Hackett is apparently a bit of a legend in the 
Alliance. Commands the 5th fleet that's usually stationed out of 
Arcturus, but apparently rotated home recently for refit and 
resupply. Everything I see states he's a tough, no-nonsense officer 
who's honest to the point of being blunt and charmingly direct. His 
reputation suggest he was a bit of a maverick, often volunteering for 
very high risk assignments with a sometimes unorthodox approach. He 
can be aggressive yet reasonable. We got lucky meeting up with this 
one. Admiral. From what I gather his peers don't stack up nearly as 
favorably, with the exception of one." 

"So it seems that we're dealing with the Systems Alliance version of 
Lord Hood then." Dare put forth. 

That comparison instantly had all eyes on her. 

"It seems that way, yes." Cortana answered, and Lasky could feel some 

of the tension ease out of him, and he suddenly felt a bit better 

about these impending talks. 

"Lord Hood is a most honorable human." The Arbiter put forth much to 
the surprise of all involved. "He is viewed favorably among many of 

the Kaidons back on Sanghelios. Even Jul M'Dama holds great respect 

for him. To make such a comparison between these two men speaks 
highly of this Admiral Hackett indeed." 

Lasky nodded, "I concur. Cortana were you able to get anything 
else?" 

"The meeting will be held aboard the _SSV Normandy. A_pparently it's 
some form of scout frigate. Interestingly enough the design of the 
ship we're enroute to doesn't match up with the public extranet 
records that are on file. I am uncertain as to why." 

"Are these people more advanced than us?" Commander Carter asked. "If 
so then that might make security an issue." Commander Carter 
asked . 

Cortana shrugged. "I don't know Commander. Prior to 2148 their 
technological progression followed a path very similar to our own at 
that point in time. However, that changed with this mass effect based 
technology, which seems to be the basis for not just the Systems 
Alliance but the entirety of Citadel Space. Best case scenario they 
could be less advanced than we are. Worst case, they could be more 
advanced than the Covenant. I just don't have a basis to make a solid 
judgement . " 


That tidbit of information made Lasky blink. "You're saying all 
technology in this Galaxy is based off the same principle of 



manipulating Mass Effect fields?" Lasky asked. 

"Yes Admiral, and all of it seems to be based off of scavenged 
Prothean technology." 

"That sounds incredibly convenient." The Master Chief stated as he 
joined the conversation. "What about the Protheans themselves?" The 
Chief asked. 

"Vanished without a trace fifty thousand years ago. It's apparently 
the number one mystery in all of known space." 

The Chief could feel the hairs on the back of neck stand on end as a 
sense of cold dread swept through him. He didn't know why he felt 
that way, only that he did. A lot of what Cortana was saying just 
didn't add up. He could feel it in his gut. It was just too good to 
be true and too inconsistent at the same time. 

"Chief?" Carter prompted. 

"_One minute . 

The crackle of the pilot's voice over the intercomm brought John out 
of his thoughts. 

"We should err on the side of caution Commander. I'd like to go over 
the security and fast response drills one last time so there is no 
confusion . " 

"Roland, is Plan B ready?" he heard Lasky ask. 

"Aye sir, Stridents One through Three are ready to perform microjumps 
to your location and disable the corvette. Shadow, Crimson and 
Majestic teams, backed by two platoons of ODSTs are standing by. The 
rest of the Stridents and the _Infinity_ are ready to create a buffer 
around the corvette and delay any hostile forces until you can be 
extracted . " 

"Understood. Hopefully it won't come to that. Lasky out." 

"Thirty seconds." 

Lasky turned towards all assembled in the Pelican's troop bay. 
"Alright everybody, this is it. Carter, Chief, I'm going to do my 
best to keep things peaceful, but be prepared for anything, there are 
a lot of unknown variables here. You have permission to use lethal 
force, but only on my word or if there is clear and present 
danger . " 

"Affirmative . " 

"Yes sir." 

Lasky looked up and down the Arbiter's figure, then pursed his lips. 
To someone who had never seen a Sangheili, to say they were 
intimidating would be an understatement. Nearly eight feet tall, the 
Arbiter towered over Lasky, and his dark grey, ornately carved battle 
armor seemed to suck in the light of the bay. The Admiral craned his 
neck to look into Thel ' s dark eyes. 



"Arbiter . 


he said. 


"Admiral." was the Sangheili's reply. 

Lasky knew that he would need the Arbiter's support in order to 
present a strong front in the coming meeting. He stuck out his hand, 
"Unified? " 

The Arbiter looked at Lasky 's hand, and after a few seconds he 
grasped the Admiral's hand in his own four-fingered one, a little 
harder than what was necessary. "Unified." 

The pilot's voice came over the intercomm again. "We're approaching 
what appears to be an airlock. I'm going to swing us around and 
extend our docking tube." 

"Roger that Jacobs. Hold down the fort, but be ready to exfil at any 
moment." said Lasky. 

"Yes Admiral, good luck." 

Lasky opened a compartment on a wall of the Pelican and withdrew two 
self-contained oxygen recycling masks. He handed one to Dare, and 
they both slid the clear plastic over their mouth and nose. He wasn't 
taking any chances with foreign contaminants, evidenced by the masks 
and the fact that the electromagnet ic field of his and Dare's 
hardlight barriers were set to bar particulates from coming into 
contact with the skin. The Arbiter withdrew his own mask and fastened 
it over his head as well, the material shifting to fit his four 
mandibles. The two Spartan's didn't have to worry due to the 
hard-seals of their armor. 

In the direction of the troop bay door, a mechanical whirring could 
be heard as the Pelican's specially outfitted docking tube connected 
with the airlock door of the meeting corvette and the nanobots in its 
adaptive metal alloys formed an airtight seal. 

"Chief, Carter, form up beside me. Dare and Arbiter, you'll be 
behind. Hands at your sides, and no sudden movements towards your 
weapons." ordered Lasky. All the UNSC members of the delegations 
carried Magnums, but Chief and Carter had X-ACS ' s clamped onto their 
backs. The Arbiter had a plasma pistol on one hip, and an energy 
sword hilt on the other. 

"And Cortana, keep electronic surveillance to a minimum, passively 
observe their radio traffic as much as you like, but do NOT attempt 
any sort of system intrusion unless things go south. We don't want 
them thinking that we're waging any type of cyberwarfare." 

"Yes Admiral." replied the AI, all-business. 

The two Spartan's moved to flank Lasky, and suddenly the Admiral felt 
significantly more at ease. 

As the Pelican's troopbay door hissed open at the middle, Lasky took 
a calming breath. He peered through the passage and saw that beyond 
the plain brown metal of the Pelican docking tube lay a bright white 
room, what he assumed was the airlock of the other ship. Lasky 
started to step forward, his steps mirrored by the two Spartans 
besides him. 



As they crossed through the docking tube into the threshold of the 
other ship, Lasky felt the pressure of artificial gravity wash over 
him. But it felt... _different_. Not like the gravity on UNSC ships 
that he had served on for years. It was slightly off-putting, but 
Lasky pushed the feeling to the back of his mind. 

All five of them passed into the airlock, and the Pelican docking 
tube doors slid shut behind them. Lasky and Dare were ready to 
activate their hard light barriers at any moment, in case there was 
an attempt to - 

"_Attention shore party. Stand by for decontamination . 

Out of the ceiling an opaque mist began to spray from unseen nozzles, 
and Lasky 's hands hovered over his barrier's activation 
switch . 

"Cortana? " 

"It's safe Admiral, readings show it's a decontamination mist, just 
like it said . " 

Lasky moved his hand back to his side, and the mist gently beaded on 
him, instantly evaporating as soon as it made contact. In front of 
them, the Admiral's eyebrows raised when a blue square materialized 
in the air, its sides touching both walls, the floor, and the 
ceiling. The square was divided into many smaller squares, and it 
reminded Lasky of the old hard light barrier equipment that they had 
first found on Requiem. 

With a slight hum, the blue square began slowly moving towards them. 
The softly synthesized female voice they had heard earlier returned, 
saying, _"Decontaminat ion in progress. Decontamination in progress." 
_The blue square passed over Lasky, and he felt a slight tingling 
feeling across his skin, but it quickly passed. The square passed 
Lasky until it passed over Dare and the Arbiter in the back of the 
group, then reversed direction, coming back over Lasky and the 
Spartans . 

As the square went back to the front of the room, the female voice 
returned. _ "Decontamination scan complete. No foreign contaminates 
detected . 

It was then when the 'wall' at the far end of the room slid open, 
revealing what was beyond. 

Lasky 's eyes took in the scene in an instant. The first figure he saw 
was a man dressed in what appeared to be dress blues standing at 
parade rest a few meters directly in from of him. He was tall, Lasky 
placed him at above six feet, and he had buzz-cut brown hair with a 
curved white scar running through his brow. Piercing blue eyes 
quickly surveyed Lasky, then darted to the Spartans besides him, 
lingering just enough to be noticeable. The man radiated an aura of 
calmness and confidence, and the way he wore his gold trimmed uniform 
suggested that he knew what he was doing. The one thing that jumped 
out to Lasky though, was that he was undoubtedly and undeniably 
human . 


Flanking the man were two soldiers at attention in dark blue 



sleek-looking light armor. One was male, and based on the rounded 
curves on the chest of the her armor, the other was female. Sealed 
helmets covered their heads, and dark tinted visors obscured their 
eyes. The fact that all three had what appeared to be a sidearm on 
their hips was not lost on Lasky. 

The man in the dress uniform stepped forwards and looked at him. 
"Hello. I'm Lieutenant Commander John Shepard of the Humans Systems 
Alliance, Captain of this vessel. Welcome aboard the SSV 
Normandy . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"EDI? What have we got?" asked Shepard as he walked towards the 
airlock, flanked on either side by Ashley and Kaiden.<p> 

The Normandy's AI responded in his internal earpiece. "There are five 
figures currently undergoing the decontamination process. Two humans, 
one male, one female, along with two _heavily_ armored soldiers. 

There is also one alien being whose figure does not match any profile 
in the known database." 

_Human? _Thought Shepard. Hackett had told him that based on 
communicat ions it was likely these unknowns were humans, but that 
didn't make it any less surprising. The fact that there was a 
previously unknown faction of Humanity that was able of such feats of 
engineering like that five and a half kilometer behemoth was 
astounding to Shepard. Who exactly were they? Where had they come 
from? Why were they here? Those were all questions Shepard greatly 
wanted answered, him and every other person in the Alliance. 

He assumed the two soldiers mentioned were acting as the groups 
security force, but the way EDI had said 'heavily armored' made 
Shepard slightly nervous. However, that nervousness was trumped by 
curiosity upon the hearing that an unknown alien was with them. 

Unlike most of Humanity, Shepard didn't hold any sort of bias towards 
or against other species. He believed on judging individuals based on 
the traits and personalities they possessed, not by 
stereotypes . 

Shepard reached the airlock, and he turned to face it, Ashley and 
Kaiden falling in besides him at parade rest. He looked to his right 
to make sure that the door to the cockpit was securely sealed, then 
looked left into the CIC. All of the Alliance personnel that would 
have been manning consoles were now standing at the edges of the 
walkways at attention, resplendent in their Alliance dress 
blues . 

"Stay on your toes you two, " Shepard said to his two squadmates, 
"We're expecting a peaceful contact, but be ready for anything." He 
saw two heads nod out of his peripheral vision. 

As the commander of the Normandy and one of Humanity's most capable 
soldiers, Hackett and Anderson had deemed that he would be the first 
to make contact with the unknowns. Shepard's job was to exchange 
pleasantries, hopefully ensure that no shooting took place, then lead 
the delegation to the Normandy's conference room where Admirals 
Hackett and Anderson were waiting, and where the meeting would take 
place . 



It sounded easy enough, but Shepard knew that everyone was on edge. 
Humanity's previous First Contact hadn't gone the way they had hoped, 
and everyone was taking steps to make sure that this one would go 
better. Nonetheless, they were prepared for the worst, two heavily 
armed eight-man teams of Marines were waiting if worse came to worse, 
one in the elevator, and one in the war room just beyond the 
conference room. 

"Commander, the delegation party has completed the decontamination 
process. No foreign contaminated were found." relayed EDI. 

That was good, it meant they wouldn't have to be worrying about any 
potential diseases. However, it was very unusual, at least to 
Shepard, that there wasn't some kind of particulate that needed to be 
eliminated . 

"Shall I open the door Shepard?" asked EDI. 

Shepard straightened his posture and made sure his face was as 
neutral as possible. "Do it." 

The red lock circle on the airlock door turned green before 
disappearing, and the entryway began to slide upwards, revealing the 
figures waiting behind it. 

Shepard's eyes immediately fell upon the human in the middle, and 
eyes honed by years of combat absorbed every detail. 

The man was a few inches shorter than Shepard, and was dressed in a 
blue and gold-trimmed dress uniform, cut in a style that looked 
familiar, yet different at the same time. His chest was void of any 
medals or insignia, much like Shepard's, but there were two golden 
eagles on either side of his collar. He had short light brown hair, 
and under the clear mask he was wearing an unscarred face and thin 
lips betrayed no visible emotion. Smart, dark brown eyes surveyed 
Shepard with the same curiosity and intensity that he found himself 
doing to him. The soldier's part of his mind noticed what looked to 
be a large pistol on the man's right hip. 

With his second-long survey of the middle figure complete, Shepard's 
eyes darted to one of the hulking armored beings to either side. 
Shepard blinked as his mind processed how exactly _large_ these two 
figures were. The one he was looking at was at least a head and a 
half taller than he was and was encased in bulky, dull green armor 
that looked as if it could shrug off a direct hit from a Mako ' s main 
cannon. It was sleekly angular, with thick armor plating covering 
almost every part of the body, and a charcoal black bodysuit 
underneath. He, at least Shepard guessed the person inside was a he, 
if in fact there _was_ a person inside, was wearing visored helmet, a 
non-ref lective orange hexagonal visor looking right back at him. Like 
the unarmored man besides him, this armored hulk was also sporting a 
pistol on the hip, and the stock of a silver rifle peeked over his 
right shoulder. Even though Shepard knew almost nothing about this 
being, something in his gut told him that he was _extremely_ 
dangerous . 

Shepard glanced to the other soldier and found that he was similarly 
armored, yet his armor was a dark blue and less linear than the 
green-armored soldier. His eyes flitted to behind the first row of 
figures, and the next person he saw was a woman, silver-blonde hair 



tied up in a simple bun and sharp facial features contained by a 
clear breathing mask. She seemed to be dressed the same as the man he 
had first seen, yet her dress uniform was a dark black, with 

absolutely no other colors or insignia visible. Her icy blue eyes 

seemed to be analyzing and judging Shepard, and his instincts 
screamed _spook_. 

However, what really caused Shepard to pause was the _alien_ besides 
the black-clothed woman. It was huge, almost a foot taller than even 
the already large armored soldiers, and was just as thick. It was 
also wearing armor, this make a very graceful, elegant dark gray 
marked all over with intricate etchings. At the end of a long, curved 
neck was an elongated head encased in a clear helmet, much like the 
breathing masks the two other humans wore. However, through the 

transparent material he could see that the creature didn't have a 

'mouth' per say, but what instead looked like four distinct 
mandibles. Orange eyes with beady black pupils peered back at him, 
and out of the corners of his vision Shepard saw that the creature 
had long, four-fingered hands and backwards knees, much like some of 
the other Citadel species. That was were the similarities ended 
however. The creature was so _different_ that Shepard couldn't make 
any sort of comparison to its figure, he just had to take it for what 
it was . 

To their credit, neither Ashley nor Kaiden even so much as twitched 
in the face of two gigantic armored beings, an even larger alien, and 
two _humans_ from a faction they had never even heard of. 

After the initial seconds of intense observation, Shepard decided to 
get the show on the road. He stepped forwards and addressed the 
central man, who he assumed to be in charge. "Hello. I'm Lieutenant 
Commander John Shepard of the Humans Systems Alliance, Captain of 
this vessel. Welcome aboard the SSVNormandy . " 

After a brief pause, the central figure stepped forwards as well. 
"Admiral Thomas Lasky of the United Nations Space Command, Captain of 
the UNSC _Infinity_. It's an honor to meet you Lieutenant Commander, 
this is a fine vessel." 

"The honor is all mine Admiral." Shepard replied respectfully. He 
gestured down the hallway towards the CIC. "Now if you will follow me 
to the meeting room. Admiral Anderson and Admiral Hackett, the man 
you spoke with briefly on the comm, are both waiting for you." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The airlock opening slid upwards, and Chief got his first glimpse 
of the figures on the other side. The first thing his combat-honed 
mind noticed were the two soldiers flanking the central man waiting 
for them, dressed in blue tinted light armor, each with an unknown 
make of sidearm on their hips. In between them was a tall, confident 
looking man dressed in a formal uniform that Chief couldn't help but 
notice looked a lot like UNSC Blues. He had a sidearm on his hip as 
well . <p> 

With a pair of blinks, the Chief highlighted the two soldiers in his 
visor, then marked them as priority targets, replacing the previously 
blue outlines with a dark red. He highlighted the central figure, 
then thought for the briefest of milliseconds. He was going to mark 
him as a secondary target, but decided against it. Even though he was 



unarmored, there was a pistol on his waist, and the fact that he was 
the first face to greet them must have meant something. Chief's 
intuition told him that this man was of some importance, and 
potentially dangerous. With another blink, the Chief highlighted him 
red as well. 

With another quick series of blinks and a twitch of the chin. Chief 
asked Carter a question through rapidly flashing lights in the 
other's HUD. _Priorit ies_? He asked, wondering if the Commander had 
come to the same conclusion as he had. 

_Yes_, came the reply. 

Cortana's voice piped up in Chief's ear. "Chief, I'm getting back 
infrared and thermal scans from the rest of the ship. There are ten 
unarmed personnel at attention in the hall a€" " Chief had seen them, 
and had highlighted them all yellow, secondary targets, " a€" there 
are sixteen more in the ovular room at the end of the hallway. They 
are also unarmed, I'm guessing all of them to be crewman." 

"Roger. Secondary targets." Chief said. It was then when he noticed 
that the central man was looking at him. The Spartan shifted his head 
ever so slightly so that his helmet was returning the stare, and 
Chief was surprised at the man's facial expression. 

Or rather, lack thereof. The man's strong facial features and sharp 
blue eyes betrayed almost no signs of emotion directed towards the 
Spartan, which was highly unusual in Chief's opinion. Usually, 
someone who saw a fully armored Spartan for the first time expressed 
a variety of different things: surprise, apprehension, gratitude, 
awe, respect, fear, disgust. However, this man displayed none of 
those, his face professionally neutral. If anything. Chief thought 
that he could see a hint of curiosity in the man's eyes. 

As the man shifted his eyes towards Carter, Cortana spoke up again. 
"John, I'm reading two eight man teams of heavily armed and armored 
soldiers out of sight, one behind a large door at the back of the 
ovular room to our right, another past them in another space of this 
deck. Two are also two visible armed guards posted outside an 
entryway on the left side of the ovular room." 

"Quick response Fireteams most likely. Tag them all as priorities, 
and let Commander Carter know as well. If they make any sudden moves, 
tell me immediately." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><p>"Now if you will follow me to the meeting room. Admiral Anderson 
and Admiral Hackett, the man you spoke with briefly on the comm, are 
both waiting for you." said Shepard. With that, the Commander smartly 
turned and began walking down the corridor towards the ovular room 
beyond, flanked by the two soldiers accompanying him.<p> 

Lasky gave a quick glance to Dare, then moved to follow Commander 
Shepard. Commander Carter and the Master Chief fell in besides him, 
while Dare and the Arbiter started walking behind them. 

As they followed Shepard down the corridor, Lasky couldn't help but 
glance at the crewmen bordering either sides of the walkways. They 
looked so... _normal_. If he had met them anywhere in UNSC space, he 



wouldn't have given them another thought, but the fact that they were 
from a completely different galaxy gave Lasky some pause. 

They continued down the corridor and down a couple of stairs into an 
ovular room. Orange consoles set into the floor lined the outer 
walls, and in the center of the room a thick waist high railing 
formed a sort of arrowhead shaped, a few consoles lining them as 
well. In the air in the center of the arrowhead railings hovered an 
orange hologram of the Normandy itself. 

Lasky spared the hologram a glance. The ship was slightly curved at 
the top, thicker at the back, and thinned out in the front. It was 
long and sleek, but the main body of the ship wasn't very wide 
across. Two 'wings' near the back of the ship contained four 
independent engine nacelles, and there were two vertical tail-fins 
near the back as well. The Normandy was about half as large as one of 
his Strident frigates, which classified it as a corvette, but to 
Lasky it looked strikingly similar to an ONI Prowler_._ 

Lasky already knew all of this, Cortana had briefed all of them on 
the size and look of the vessel, yet they were still in the dark 
about any of its capabilities. Admiral Hackett had told Lasky that 
the Normandy, a frigate by their classif icat ions , was unarmed, but 
Lasky could only take his word at that. Any attempt at a more 
thorough sensor scanning of the ship could have been considered 
hostile if they were detected, and Laksy was walking on eggshells as 
it was . 

At the point of the arrowhead the path split into two directions, one 
going left and one going right. Shepard took the left path, and Lasky 
followed him until they reached an entryway bordered by two armed 
guards. Shepard motioned for his two soldier companions to go ahead, 
then he turned towards Lasky. 

"The meeting is just past this security checkpoint Admiral." he said. 
Pointing to the pistol on Lasky 's hip he said, "I'll have to ask that 
all weapons be surrendered as well." 

"That's not happening Commander." Carter growled menacingly. "There 
was nothing in the communique about surrendering our weapons . What 
are you playing at?" Carter's hand twitched dangerously close to his 
own pistol . 

The two female security officers in blue berets gulped noticeably at 
the Spartan's tone and then shared brief, horrified glances. 
Apparently he intimidated them. 

Lasky was in the process of narrowing his eyes when Shepard spoke 
again, anticipating his question. "Just a safety precaution Admiral, 
we won't be armed either. You can leave you breathing masks here as 
well, our scans didn't show any signs of contaminates." 

After a brief second of consideration, Lasky decided to act on a leap 
of faith. He nodded his head. Even without weapons, he had faith in 
the two Spartan's abilities to keep him and Dare safe. As for the 
Arbiter... something told Lasky that he would be able to take care of 
himself . 


"Stand down Commander 


do as he says. 



Commander Carter was clearly unhappy, as was the Master Chief, but 
both complied without comment. 


As Lasky passed through the threshold into the security checkpoint, 
he saw that directly in front of him was another large blue square 
barrier, just like the one they had seen at the airlock. To his left 
was a metal inspection table, illuminated by harsh white lights 
above, half of it in front of the checkpoint, half of it beyond. The 
two not so stony-faced female crewmen manned the checkpoint, still 
regarding Commander Carter warily. 

The two soldiers that had accompanied Shepard were already through 
the checkpoint into the room beyond, their two sidearms already on 
the far end of the table. Shepard detached his pistol from his own 
hip and placed it on the table, then stepped towards the square blue 
field. The field passed back and forth over him once, then Shepard 
walked into the far room before turning around and looking at Lasky, 
nodding at him to do the same. 

The UNSC Admiral hesitated for just a second before detaching his own 
pistol from his hip holster and laying it besides Shepard's with a 
weighted _thump. _He gave a cursory examination to the other weapon, 
noting that although it had roughly the same dimensions as his own 
Magnum, it was slightly more blocky and angular than the smooth 
curves of his own pistol. Next he removed his breathing mask, the 
object giving a quiet hiss as the seal was broken. Lasky took a 
cautious breath through his nose. As far as he could tell the air 
felt normal, but had the same stale, recylced taste that seemed to be 
aboard any warship. 

After depositing his weapon and mask on the table Lasky stepped 
towards the blue field as well, letting it run over him a couple of 
times. He noticed that the crewman on the other side of the 
checkpoint was glancing at a monitor, probably connected to the 
square scanner. After receiving no signs of distress, Lasky went on 
through and joined Shepard to wait for the rest of his contingent to 
pass through the checkpoint. 

Dare was next, following Lasky 's example by removing her sidearm and 
mask without hesitation. She then underwent the same scan as Lasky 
did before joining him on his left. With fluid precision, the two 
Spartan's detached their pistols as well, laying them gently on the 
table before slowly and unaggressively reaching to their backs and 
withdrawing their X-ACS ' s . They set the shining silver rifles down 
next to their pistol, and Lasky could see a curious glimmer in one of 
the security crewman's eyes. Chief and Carter went through the 
scanner together, but suddenly there was a sharp, shrill beeping 
sound coming from the inspection console. 

Lasky shot a look at the crewman manning the console, and she gave 
him a nervously apologetic smile. The woman turned to the two 
Spartans, asking in a voice trying to be confident "Could you both 
step through the scanner again?" 

Without a word, the armored soldiers stepped back, then underwent to 
back-and-f orth field of the scanner for a second time. Still, the 
same beeping alarm sounded. 

Lasky looked to Shepard. "It's probably just their armor that's 
triggering their alarm." 



He thought he could see the Commander Shepard narrowing his eyes ever 
so slightly in suspicion, but nonetheless he nodded at the security 
crewmen, who then waved the two Spartans through. 

Last was the Arbiter. The Sangheili surrendered his breather helmet 
easily enough, but his weapons were another story. He grasped his 
energy sword hilt and his plasma pistol in separate hands and very 
slowly set them on the table, all the while glaring menacingly at the 
security crewman. After releasing his grip on the two weapons the 
Arbiter took a step towards the woman, craning his long neck down at 
her. Lasky could see the woman's adam's apple quiver. 

The Arbiter pointed a long, muscular finger at the hilt of his energy 
sword. In a deep, low voice laced with the smallest hint of malice, 
he said "That blade has been in my family line for generations. 
Hundreds of warriors had wielded its power, and t_housands_ have been 
slain at its tips. If it is damaged..." 

With that, the large alien turned away suddenly and strode right 
through the blue scanner square, not heeding the alarms he set off in 
the slightest. The Arbiter peered at Shepard and Lasky before 
stating, "Let us get started humans, I am growing 
restless . " 

Inwardly Lasky grimaced. Though the Arbiter's slight hostility could 
work in their favor, a little intimidation did have potential 
benefits after all, Lasky was worried that the Sangheili might take 
it too far. 

"Urn... yes. The Admirals are just beyond this door." Shepard said, 
before pressing a series of keys on a pad near the entrance. The 
holographic red circle on the door flashed green, then the doorway 
slid open from the middle. 

Shepard and the UNSC/Separat ist delegation stepped into the next 
room, and found that to the left there was a rectangular table 
surrounded by clear glass panels. The table looked to have wooden 
surfaces bordered by silver metal, and gently curved along its edges. 
Six simple chairs surrounded the table, three on each of the longer 
sides. There were a trio of wide windows where one could look out 
into the white-dotted blackness of space, behind which stood two men 
dressed in neatly pressed dark blue, gold trim lining thin shoulder 
pauldrons . The two soldiers who had previously accompanied Shepard 
were standing at parade rest a couple of meters away from the short 
end of one side of the table, their backs pressed against the clear 
glass panes. 

At the sound of the delegation's entry, the two men facing the 
windows turned around, giving Lasky his first look at them. 

They were both dressed in the same formal uniform as Commander 
Shepard, and like the Commander, Lasky couldn't see any visible 
insignia on their chests. One of the two, a grizzled looking man with 
rough white facial hair and eyebrows, was wearing a cap with a symbol 
comprised of what appeared to be a curved arrowhead with three stars 
in the center emblazoned above the hard bill. A noticeable scar ran 
from the bottom corner of his right eye, down his cheekbone, and 
ended at the top of his lip. Light blue, almost grey eyes flicked 
back and forth between Lasky and his compatriots, narrowing slightly 



at the sight of the two Spartans and the Arbiter. Weathered lines 
crinkled around the corners of his mouth and eyes, leading Lasky to 
believe that the man was somewhat aged. In a way, the man almost 
reminded Lasky of Lord Hood, just as Dare had said. 

The other figure was dark skinned, with large ears and thin black 
hair. Soft brown eyes and a friendly expression showed that the main 
had an air of ease about him that seemed to be lacking in his 
compatriot. When he made eye contact with Lasky, the corners of his 
mouth upturned in a small smile which the UNSC Admiral didn't 
return . 

Commander Shepard stepped into the 'enclosure' gesturing for everyone 
else to do the same. They all settled themselves, Shepard moving to 
the far side of the table to take his place at Hackett ' s right side, 
while Anderson was to Hackett ' s left, closest to Ashley and Kaiden 
standing guard a few feet away. Lasky situated himself across from 
Hackett in the center of his side of the table, while Dare stepped to 
his left and the Arbiter his right. Commander Carter and the Master 
Chief simply mirrored the postures of the Alliance soldiers, yet 
stood at the opposite end of the table as them. 

With everybody now standing behind their chairs, Hackett tried to 
banish the nervousness fluttering in his stomach and began to speak, 
making sure to make eye contact with each of the individuals opposite 
him. "Welcome aboard the SSV Normandy_,_ it is a great honor to 
finally meet you. I am Admiral Steven Hackett of the Systems 
Alliance . " 

Hackett tilted his head towards Anderson before continuing. "This is 
Admiral David Anderson, and you've already met Commander Shepard." 

The two mentioned individuals both nodded towards the figures on the 
other side of the table. 

Lasky took that as his key to introduce himself and his companions as 
well. "My name is Admiral Thomas Lasky of the United Nations Space 
Command." Looking at Dare he said, "This is Lieutenant Colonel 
Veronica Dare, Office of Naval Intelligence." 

Shepard blinked at the blonde woman across from him. He _knew_ she 
had been a spook. 

Admiral Lasky then looked up at the Arbiter. "This is Arbiter Thel 
'Vadam of the Sangheili Separatists." The Arbiter gave a low grunt of 
acknowledgment at the title. 

Now that introductions were out of the way, Hackett motioned towards 
the chairs. "Please, sit." 

With the scraping of metal on metal, the six figures took their 
seats. The Arbiter hesitated for a moment, unsure of the chair's 
capability to support his weight, before slowly easing himself into 
the seat. Aside from a quiet groan, the chair held firm. 

Lasky leaned his forearms on the table and clasped his hands 
together, the skin on the bottom of his hands brushing against the 
cold metal of the outer edges, then the smooth, polished surface of 
the wood. He was about to talk before Admiral Hackett beat him to 
it . 



"I'll be frank Admiral," addressed Hackett to Lasky, leaning on his 
forearms as well, "you and your vessels are trespassing in Systems 
Alliance space, and it's unnerved a lot of people in high places. How 
did you get here? You'll have to understand our alarm when twelve 
ships completely bypass all of our early warning systems." 

Now that Lasky was face to face with his counterpart, he was once 
again presented with a critical dilemma: what exactly should Lasky 
reveal? He needed this Systems Alliance to at least _somewhat_ trust 
him, and if he withheld too much that could be jeopardized. However, 
if he revealed too much, he risked the chance of looking like a 
madman and alienating their only current source of support. The 
things that Lasky knew, or at least what he _thought_ he knew, had 
the potential to rock this other Humanity to its very core. If they 
truly were the descendants of the Librarian's gamble with the 
Precursor gateway... In fact, did they even know of the 
Forerunners ? 

Lasky made his decision. He himself was still trying to make sense of 
their entire situation, and trying to explain who the Precursors and 
the Forerunners were, as well as the fact that Admiral Hackett ' s 
Humanity seemed to have developed due to Forerunner desperation and a 
Precursor whim, would do nothing but hurt their case. Hell, he hadn't 
even told his _own crew _that much. 

Lasky 's thought process lasted maybe a second at most, and he 
responded to Hackett with "I'll be frank Admiral, but I don't know. 

We were investigating an artifact in deep space when it sent out a... 
wave of energy, which temporarily shut down our systems and 
transported us here." 

To say that Hackett was skeptical was an understatement. "An artifact 
huh? What kind of artifact?" he asked. 

"We don't know Admiral, hence the investigation." answered Lasky 
neutrally . 

There were a few seconds of silence as Hackett ' s blue-grey eyes 
looked deeply into Lasky 's browns. Then, Hackett asked the question 
that they had all been waiting for. "Who are you? You're human, I can 
tell that easily enough, but I've never seen ships like yours, and I 
sure as hell haven't heard of this _UNSC. _Where did you come from? 
How have you stayed off of the Alliance's radar for so long?" 

Not yet finished, Hackett turned to the Arbiter. "And you, I've never 
seen your species before. I address the same questions I've asked 
Admiral Lasky to you. Arbiter 'Vadam." 

Halfway through Hackett ' s questions towards the Arbiter, Cortana 
spoke up into Lasky 's hidden internal earpiece. "Admiral, Roland has 
just completed compiling copies of local star maps, and upon 
comparing them with charts we have on record, forwarded his analysis 
to me. Though the system of Sol is exactly the same, our original 
star map and the new one are _completely _different." 

Beneath his facade of neutrality, Lasky inwardly frowned. So, his 
suspicions were correct : the Precursor artifact had sent them to a 
different galaxy, the same one that the human-carrying Forerunner 
seed ship had passed through millennial ago. At least, that was what 
the 'evidence' he knew, the vision included, suggested. But two 



questions still raged in Lasky's mind. If this was a different 
galaxy, why was the Sol system exactly the same? Also, how the hell 
were they supposed to get home? 

He didn't know the answer to the first question, but something told 
him that the first step in answering the second involved the three 
humans on the opposite side of the table. 

As Hackett finished his own questions, Lasky began to try to answer 
them. "Admiral Hackett, as you can probably tell we're not exactly 
from around here." 

"Yes, that much has been established, " said Anderson, "but 
where? " 

Lasky glanced at Dare. The ONI officer was wearing an earpiece as 
well, and she had heard what Cortana had told him as well. 

Lasky let out a sigh, then said "We're uh . . . we're from a different 
galaxy . " 

The silence and blank stares from the Alliance side of the table 
didn't surprise Lasky in the slightest. 

It was Commander Shepard who broke the silence. "A different 
galaxy? " 

"Yes, it appears that way." replied Lasky. 

"And how exactly did you come to that conclusion?" asked Anderson, 
crossing his arms. 

"One of our Artificial Intelligences have completed a star mapping of 
our new surroundings, and upon comparisons of our own, there are 
_zero_ similarities. This, combined with 

Lasky was interrupted by Hackett, who had just shared a rather 
grave-looking glance with Anderson. 

"I apologize for interrupting Admiral, but did you say Artificial 
Intelligence?" said Hackett, peering at Lasky. 

A look of confusion crossed the UNSC Admiral's face. "Yes? 

Why ? " 

Anderson leaned forwards. "Artificial Intelligences are, er... banned 
in _our_ galaxy." 

"Banned?" asked Dare. 

"For hundreds of years. Ever since a race of AI ' s called the Geth 
rose up and nearly exterminated their creators, the Quarians, the 
Citadel Council has banned truly Artificial Intelligences throughout 
the galaxy." said Hackett. 

Lasky put a hand to his temple in confusion. "Whoa whoa whoa, you're 
going to have to slow down Admiral. Geth? Quarians? Citadel Council? 
We're not familiar with any of these terms." 

"Right, we apologize." said Hackett, mentally kicking himself. He had 



to assume that they had absolutely no knowledge of _their_ galaxy, 
the Systems Alliance one, that is. "If you truly are from another 
galaxy, there is a lot you need to learn about this one. But for now, 
I suggest we focus on learning about each other before anything else. 
That being said, we're going to have to talk about this... potential 
AI problem." 

Lasky was slightly worried about the emphasis on AI's, but 
nonetheless he slowly nodded in approval. As curious as he was to 
learn about this new galaxy, the practical part of his mind knew that 
any information about these new humans took absolute priority. 

"That sounds like the most practical plan right now. Admiral 
Hackett . " said Lasky. 

"Alright. Well, I think it's only logical that you go first Admiral 
Lasky. You said you were affiliated with something called the 'United 
Nations Space Command' if I recall correctly. What is that?" asked 
Hackett . 

Lasky took a deep breath. Before they had departed for the meeting, 
Lasky, Dare, and the Arbiter had agreed not to mention Earth, their 
Sol System, or the Human-Covenant War in the slightest, at least not 
at first. The reason being was simple: In their situation, 
information was power. The less that this Systems Alliance knew about 
the _true_ history behind the UNSC and the Covenant Separatists, the 
better . 

"The United Nations Space Command, " Lasky began, "is the military, 
exploratory, and scientific force responsible for protecting and 
advancing Humanity and its colonies. Of our galaxy at least." 

"I see." said Hackett. "So you're a military entity. Do you report to 
any type of civilian government?" 

Lasky pursed his lips. "Technically . . . yes. There was a government 
that unified all of Humanity's colonies, to which we reported 

to. " 


"Was?" questioned Hackett, eyebrow raised, catching that little 
distinction . 

"This government proved... ineffective. It has been replaced by the 
UNSC, with each human colony now governing themselves under us." 

"So a military dictatorship? Or junta?" asked Anderson. 

"Essentially correct . " replied Lasky. He spoke without reservation or 
shame. The dismantling of the UEG, and the subsequent 'takeover' by 
the UNSC had been deemed necessary for Humanity's continued survival. 
After the horrors of the Human-Covenant war. Humanity as a whole had 
vowed not to get caught unprepared again. They needed to rebuild and 
rearm, and the only way that was going to happen was through the 
organization and power offered by the UNSC. 

Hackett put a hand to his chin, scratching at the grey-white stubble. 
"Interesting... There is another faction in our galaxy who has a 
government very similar to yours." 


"Is that so?" said Lasky. 


"In that case, I hope this doesn't cause 



any problems between us . " 

"We are in no position to judge your methods of governance, but only 
time will tell." Hackett glanced to Dare. "And what about this 
'Office of Naval Intelligence?" 

"The Office of Naval Intelligence is well, the Intelligence branch of 
the UNSC." replied Dare. 

Hackett just nodded coolly. Now looking at the Arbiter, he asked, 

"And what about you? What is your relationship with Admiral Lasky and 
Captain Dare? Are the Sangheili Separatists part of the USNC as 
well?" 

The Arbiter almost snorted at that. "No, we are _not _a part of the 
UNSC, although we are... allies. My ship, and my people, are of our 
own sovereignty." 

"Your ship?" 

"Indeed. I command the Sangheili Assault Carrier _Shadow of 
Intent_. " 

Hackett thought back to the Kilimanjaro, when he had first seen the 
two behemoths appear above Earth. 'Sanghieli.' The word sounded 
unfamiliar in his mind, but just by the design of the alien's 
armor... "Let me guess, silver-white? Bulbous front, thin back?" 

The Arbiter simply nodded. 

"So that would make the other one yours. Admiral Lasky?" reasoned 
Hackett . 

"Yes. The UNSC _Infinity_. " 

"The _Infinity_ and the _Shadow of Intent_. . . " said Hackett, rolling 
the names over his toungue. "They look like incredible ships, 
although I will have to ask later how you managed to get them so 
large . " 

"Er... yes, I would be happy to discuss more about the _Infinity_ 
later, provided that you were willing to do the same with your own 
vessels. But now that you know a little about us, I would like to 
know the same about you. What is the Systems Alliance?" 

Lasky was interested to see what these two men said about their own 
government, and if it matched with the limited information Cortana 
had given them. 

"The Systems Alliance is the representative body of Earth and all 
human colonies in Citadel space. It is responsible for the governance 
and defense of all extra-solar human colonies, and represents 
humanity on the galactic stage. We" a€" Hackett gestured towards 
himself, Shepard, and Anderson, a€" "are part of the Alliance Navy, 
the military arm of the Systems Alliance. Unlike your UNSC, we report 
to a civilian government, which consists of a parliament made up of 
representatives from all of Humanity's colonies." 


So far this mostly aligned with everything Cortana had uncovered, but 
it did confuse Lasky on one point. 



"Hold on a second Admiral, I'm confused." said Lasky, leaning 
forwards. "Why is it that we're only meeting with the military 
portion of the Systems Alliance? What does your civilian government 
think of our arrival? Or is this just a First Contact precaution, to 
use the military as your first face?" 

Hackett sucked in through his teeth before exhaling heavily. "I'll be 
honest Admiral. Your sudden appearance scared a lot of people, and 
while you may not have anyone you have to answer to, _I_ do. Our 
civilian council can be ... unpredictable to say the least. I've been 
delaying communicat ions with them, but eventually I'll have to report 
back to them. And when I do, I could be ordered to do any number of 
things. The way they may see it, twelve unknown ships materialized 
above our home planet as if by magic, bypassed every one of our 
extensive lines of defense, and almost instigated a large-scale 
conflict. They could label you a hostile entity and order me to 
'remove the threat' so to speak. Or, with the revealance that most of 
you are human, they could think that they have jurisdiction over you 
and your crews regardless of where you come from. Immediate 
surrendering of your ships, interrogation of your crews, you get the 
idea . " 

Lasky bristled at that. "I'm not going to surrender anything Admiral. 
The UNSC is its own entity, and we don't abide by Alliance laws." 
said Lasky firmly. 

Hackett raised his hands in self-defense. "I am well aware of that 
fact Admiral. Clearly the circumstances surrounding you situation 
rate as 'unique' to our rules. At least, that's how I see it. You all 
have been willing to keep things peaceful and civil, and until we can 
figure out what exactly is going on, I want to do my best to keep it 
that way . " 

"But you just said yourself that you might have to engage us based on 
the will of your council." remarked Dare dryly. 

"I am well aware of that Colonel, and I think I have a plan to 
prevent just that from happening." retorted Hackett. 

"Do tell human, as it would not be wise for you to challenge us." 
growled the Arbiter. 

Hackett shot a glare towards the Sangheili, who looked back on him 
with what looked like... humor? He was slowly coming to dislike to 
large alien. 

"Yes, well... As an Alliance Admiral, it is within my power to form 
temporary treaties and agreements with other forces as I see fit. 
Needless to say, the political backlash of our Council trying to 
undertake hostile action against a faction that has peaceably entered 
into a treaty would be _signif icant_. " 

"How significant?" asked Lasky. 

"Enough to severely harm their reputation throughout galaxy, not to 
mention serious blow back from the Citadel were it to become known 
they needlessly instigated a fight. Something they wouldn't be 
willing to risk." 



"But this isn't a definite solution, is it?" 


"It's as definite as a man of my authority can make it, provided we 
come to an amicable agreement we can both abide by. If we do, then 
the Systems Alliance Council would likely ratify it, albeit 
begrudgingly . " 

Lasky leaned back, contemplating Hackett ' s words. It appeared they 
didn't have much choice. Either sign a treaty, or be forced into 
defending themselves. It was a simple choice really, any chance they 
had to extend the time to figure out what was going on was something 
Lasky couldn't pass up. Then there was the fact that Hackett was 
putting himself out on a limb to ensure things didn't turn hostile, 
which was something that was rapidly winning him over. Cortana had 
apparently pegged the man right. Bluntly honest, aggressive, yet 
reasonable. His plan to establish relations between the two sides 
wasa€ 1 inspired to say the least, and he felt compelled to meet the 
man half way. 

"Very well. The UNSC _Infinity _and her escorts will agree to any 
sort of treaty that establishes and keeps our status as a sovereign 
and independent faction. The same for the Arbiter; his crew and ship 
will remain independent as well." 

Lasky briefly noticed the Arbiter glanced at him as his mandibles 
twitched in in surprise appraisal. 

The UNSC Admiral then looked expectantly towards the Arbiter. After a 
brief pause, the Sangheili said, "The _Shadow of Intent_ and her crew 
will... also agree to these terms." 

Hackett inwardly smiled, they were making progress. "Excellent. 
Whether they know it or not, the Systems Alliance will do all in 
their power in order to help the UNSC and the Sangheili Separatists. 
I'll have the documents drawn up imminently. As of now consider 
yourselves guests of the Humans Systems Alliance. We will extend all 
courtesies we can to you. Now that that's settled, we still have much 
more to talk abo a€" " 

Suddenly, a synthesized female voice came over the meeting room's 
intercom, interrupting Lasky in the middle of his sentence. 

"Admiral Hackett, the _SSV Belfast_ has just arrived in-system and 
appears to be heavily damaged. Her Captain is requesting a priority 
communicat ion with you via the_ Normandy 's_ QEC. 

Alarm bells started to scream in Hackett ' s head. The _SSV Belfast_ 
was one of the four Alliance warships that comprised the task force 
sent to investigate the sudden blackout of two of their outermost 
colonies along Batarian space. The same task force that had been 
declared MIA not ten minutes before the UNSC and Separatist vessels 
appeared above Earth. 

Lasky picked up on the change in his Alliance counterpart's facial 
expression. "Is something wrong Admiral?" 

Hackett looked grim. Midway through a Eirst Contact scenario, this 
was probably one of the worst possible things that could happen. "I 
dearly hope not. I severely apologize, but you will have to excuse me 
for a moment." 



"It's not a problem Admiral." 


As Hackett stood up, he looked at Shepard and Anderson. "Answer any 
questions they might have. I'll be back momentarily." 

With that, Hackett walked around the table and through the partition 
in the glass, turning left towards the Normandy's War Room. He 
inputted the code to open the door, and quickly stepped into the 
circular space. 

Eight Alliance Marines were waiting for him on the other side of the 
door, one of the two fast-reaction teams that were standing by, and 
their Lieutenant stepped forwards. 

"Is everything alright Admiral?" he asked, concerned. 

"Yes, I've just got a message on the QEC I need to take." replied 
Hackett, striding past the armored soldier. He made his way around 
the central holotable, then up a short set of stairs into the room 
that contained the QEC. Hackett hesitated for a second, then sealed 
the door behind him. Stepping towards an already flashing panel, he 
pressed the activation button and stood up straight, hands clasped 
behind his back. 

Hackett grimaced as the picture of the Belfast's Captain materialized 
on the QEC. His uniform was singed around the edges, and his left arm 
was in a makeshift sling. His face was gaunt, and his eyes had a 
wild, almost maniac gleam to them, like he had seen something 
indescribably terrible. The Captain was clearly on the 
edge . 

"Captain! What the hell happened? Where's the rest of the task force? 
What's the status on the two colonies?" asked Hackett urgently, 
though he feared he already knew the answer. 

"They're all gone Admiral," the Captain said, panic bleeding through 
his voice. "The task force, the colonies... gone." 

"Gone? How?" pressed Hackett as he felt his stomach leap into his 
throat . 

"It's... oh God AdmiralaC 1 it s them ! a€ 1 Shepard was rightaC 1 it's the 
Reapers ! " 
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><pXstrong>Chapter Five: Earthf alKstrong> 

**SSV **_**Normandy **_**, Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

Hackett blinked. "Say again _Belfast_, repeat your last." 

The Captain of the Systems Alliance frigate, haggard features and 
burnt, blood-stained uniform evident even through the whirling field 
of the QEC, replied "Admiral, confirm hostile Reaper presence in 
Systems Alliance space." 

Hackett ' s mind went into overdrive. So, Shepard was right after all. 
He and Anderson had been pining for Humanity's Council and Admiralty 
board to prepare for the Reaper's inevitable return for months, but 
almost no one had listened. Even Hackett had been a bit reluctant as 
he had much more serious, real problems to worry about, like 
preventing a very angry Batarian Hegemony from diving into war with 
Humanity after an entire system was lost to a Mass Relay destroyed by 
an Alliance vessel. 

But none of that mattered anymore. The Reapers were back, and they 
weren't ready. 

"Captain," Hackett began, his voice deathly urgent, "I need you to 
answer every question I am about to ask the best you can." 

The Captain of the_ Belfast_ just nodded blankly. 

"How many were there exactly? I need to know what kind of numbers 
we're dealing with." the Alliance Admiral asked. 

"At least twenty. Eight were the same size as the Sovereign-class 
Reaper that attacked the Citadel, the other twelve were smaller, 
around 150 meters. They were all attacking the colony's surface 
except for one, a Sovereign-class Reaper that was waiting by the 
Relay. It took out the _Houston_ before we even knew what happened, 
and critically damaged the _Stalingrad_. The Captain of the _Alamo_ 
ordered us back through the Relay to warn the rest of the Alliance, 
and they took the brunt of a blast meant for us. We hauled ass back 
to the Relay, but a hit from the Reaper destroyed both our 
communicat ions and our navigation systems. The only reason we came to 
Earth instead of Arcturus is because it's the only route our 
surviving Nav officer knew by memory. We've only just now repaired 
our QEC. " 



"And what about the colony? Did any survivors make it off 
world? " 

"Hell if I know sir. The information we got from our limited planet 
scans showed heavy Reaper presence over every significant population 
center. We didn't detect any distress beacons, emergency broadcasts, 
nothing . " 

Hackett frowned. That certainly didn't bode well. "Captain, I'm 
afraid we're going to have to wrap this up. I have a lot of calls I 
need to make and not a lot of time to do it. Get your cruiser to the 
nearest orbital repair station and offload your crew for medical 
treatment and debriefing. The information you've brought to us will 
undoubtedly prove to be invaluable. I'll check in with you as soon as 
I can, Hackett out." 

With that, the Admiral closed the link, then spun on his heels and 
_slammed_ the doors opening mechanism. He was through the threshold 
before it had even fully opened, and Hackett strode down the stairs 
and past the central holo-table, his steps quickened by the growing 
pit of fear in his stomach. 

As he reached the conference room, he said to all present "I'm sorry, 
but we're going to have to cut this meeting short. A... situation has 
come up that requires our immediate attention." 

Crease-lines crossed Lasky's forehead. "What's going on 
Admiral ? " 

Reasoning that telling his not ten-minute new allies about the return 
of the race of sentient super-machines bent on destroying the galaxy 
would not end well, Hackett lied. "We're not entirely sure ourselves. 
We will inform you as we obtain more information, but right now I'm 
going to have to ask you to return to your own ships." 

Lasky shared a look with Dare besides him, both of their eyes 
slightly narrowed in suspicion. 

The UNSC Admiral turned his attention back to Hackett, and after a 
brief hesitation said "Very well... but there is one problem: How are 
we going to communicate in the future? The entire reason we agreed to 
this face-to-face meeting in the first place was because our comms 
systems were virtually incompatible." 

Hackett frowned. In his current, frenzied-like state of mind, he had 
overlooked that fact. 

The solution however, was not presented by him nor any of the figures 
sitting at the conference table. Rather, a distinctive, light female 
voice echoed from a corner of the room. "I believe I can help with 
that . " 

All eyes centered to where the voice originated, the corner of the 
room where Commander Carter and the Master Chief were stoically 
standing. To say that the three Alliance men looked surprised at a 
_female_ voice from one of the two hulking, armored Spartans was an 
understatement . 

Lasky went rigid, any pleasantness he may have shown earlier 
instantly evaporating to be replaced by a scowl. As he observed the 



blank expressions on his Alliance counterparts before he started to 
explain . 

"That is one of our AI's, Cortana. She is embedded into the armor 
systems of one of our soldiers." he revealed. He then added with a 
tone of barely concealed anger, "And there had better be a _very_ 
good reason why she just disobeyed a direct order." 

Hackett ' s frown deepened, before he said, "Considering the 
circumstances , and your lack of prior knowledge. I'll forgive the 
fact that you brought an AI onto an Alliance vessel. In not just 
dealing with us, but also when you meet the Council, I would suggest 
you not attempt such subterfuge. While I understand why you need an 
ace in the hole if things went southaC 1 I can assure you the Council 
will not be as... accommodat ing, as I am being."' 

"Oh _thanks_, " said the female voice a€" Cortana a€", the near-human 
tones laced with sarcasm, "but if AI's are so forbidden in this 
galaxy like you state Admiral, tell me, why is there one on this 
ship? " 

Silence. Hackett ' s mouth was slightly agape, while Shepard suddenly 
found the conference table's surface very interesting. 

Lasky looked to the Master Chief in order to address the AI, speaking 
with a tinge of annoyance. "Cortana, I thought I told you to stay out 
of the ship's systems?" 

"I did sir, but _I _didn't try to initiate contact. _It_ did. I've 
put up firewalls to stop its access, but it's been actively pinging 
my systems since the moment we've stepped aboard. It likely would 
have either breached Commander Carter's armor or the Chief's if I 
hadn't been actively keeping it at bay. Had I not spoken up when I 
did, it's likely it _would_ have." said Cortana. 

Hackett ' s eyes snapped towards Shepard, who was now looking back at 
him with a meek smile. "You have an _AI_ aboard this ship?" Hackett 
almost shouted in surprise. 

For all the time he had proven himself a hero, for the perfect 
soldier he had shown himself to be, Shepard found himself withering 
under Hackett ' s glare. 

"I - uh . . . yes. She was originally installed by Cerberus with the 
building of the SR-2 a€" " 

That was as far as he got before Hackett yelled again, mouth and eyes 
wide open. "There is a _Cerberus_ AI aboard this ship!? How the hell 
did it escape notice during the refits?" 

Shepard sunk back into his chair even further. "I might have told the 
engineers that she was just a VI ... " 

"So you _lied_ to Alliance personnel as well? Commander, I have half 
a mind to find and disable this AI myself." Hackett growled. 

At that, Shepard's expression hardened, and he glared back at Hackett 
with anger flittering in his eyes. "With all due respect _sir_, " he 
hissed, "EDI has been an irreplaceable member of my team. Were it not 
for her we would have never defeated the Collectors, and hundreds of 



thousands of people, including myself, owe her their lives. She is 
_not_ leaving the _Normandy_. " 

The Alliance Admiral sighed heavily and rubbed his crease-lined eyes. 
Hackett pointed at Anderson. "Did _you_ know about this?" to which 
the dark-skinned Admiral rose his hands up in the air and shook his 
head no. 

Hackett wearily glanced to Shepard and said, "We'll talk about this 
later Commander, but right now we've got more important problems to 
worry about . " 

Looking to Lasky, Hackett asked, "You said your AI could help solve 
our communicat ions problem. How?" 

Cortana took that as her cue to speak. "Roland and Lieutenant 
Jeffrey's have forwarded me their work regarding the decoding of the 
Alliance communicat ions algorithms. All things considered they are 
relatively simple, yet there's one problem. We haven't been able to 
decrypt the Alliance base code, the code from which the rest of the 
algorithms build off of. Every time we've gotten close we find an 
unknown variable, a new line of code, and a different algorithm, 
that's just so _different_ we don't know what to do with it." 

"Okay, so how do we fix it?" asked Lasky. 

"Well, if I had access to the original source code I could adapt it 
to our own perhaps by directly interfacing with the comms systems 
aboard the _Normandy_. . . " suggested Cortana. 

"Absolutely not." said Hackett instantly. 

Lasky looked to Hackett ' s standing form quizzically. "Why not?" 

"I hope you'll understand my reluctance to let the AI of a faction we 
just made a treaty with not ten minutes ago have full access to the 
_Normandy_'s systems. Admiral Lasky." said Hackett icily. 

"But Admiral Hackett, if you are in as much as a hurry as you say you 
are, this seems to be the only possible solution." said Lasky. The 
USNC Admiral knew he had Hackett trapped, and he pressed his 
advantage. It would reflect badly on Hackett and the Systems Alliance 
to simply refuse to cooperate to fix a central problem this early 
into their alliance, but if Hackett let Cortana into the _Normandy_'s 
systems to _fix_ said problem, the AI could learn a bevy of 
classified information. 

"If it would help Admiral, I promise to restrict my focus to the 
communicat ions problem only. Your own AI can monitor my actions if 
need be." added Cortana. 

The AI ' s words in fact _didn't_ help, as Hackett had no idea whether 
she would uphold her promise or not. After a couple of seconds of 
intense mental consideration, Hackett decided on the lesser of two 
evils. He turned to Lasky and nodded. "Do it." 
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><p>"Do it."<p> 



As soon as Hackett uttered the words, Cortana opened herself up to 
the _Normandy_'s AI, who had been constantly probing her code as soon 
as they stepped aboard. Not without precautions, of course. Cortana 
had surrounded herself with a bevy of firewalls, and had split off 
two subroutines to both constantly adapt the firewalls of the Chief's 
armor and Commander Carter's, and analyze any hostile actions. 

The other AI grew curious, sending out her own observation 
subroutines even further into Cortana 's digital realm of code. 

Cortana watched them from afar, looking at the ways they operated, 
how their code compared to hers, how their algorithms were both 
different and similar to her own. \ 

Cortana' s observations didn't surprise her at all, given this 
Humanity's relative youth and newness into AI technology. This other 
AI was advanced, more so than the 'dumb AIs' the UNSC used, but it 
was still primitive compared to her. Even in its simple observation 
subroutines Cortana spotted redundancies in code, efficiency 
algorithms that could easily be improved upon, and just a general 
feeling of _slowness_. 

It seemed like this AI was using all of its processing power in its 
study of her, whereas Cortana was not only running her own 
investigations, but at the same time monitoring every single firing 
neuron of the soldier whose armor she was inserted in, coordinating 
with Roland in operating the _Infinity_'s systems, tapping into 
Alliance civilian broadcasts, and secretly hacking into their 
military ones. The fact that a badly damaged Alliance vessel had just 
arrived in-system was of particular note to her, and she had a 
separate subroutine scanning it via the _Infinity_'s sensor suite. 

Oh, and she was playing three hundred and forty three games of 
Solitaire at the same time, all of which she had just 
won . 

Apparently satisfied with what it had been able to gather, the other 
AI retracted its subroutines and then 'spoke'. 

"Hello. I am the Enhanced Defense Intelligence, EDI for short. Who 
might you be?" asked a distinctly feminine voice, a little more 
synthesized than Cortana' s own. 

"Hello EDI, my name is Cortana." she replied. 

"Cortana." said EDI, registering the pronunciation of the name in her 
systems. "I have been listening in on the conversation. You are with 
the UNSC." 

"That is correct . " 

"I find the statistical probabilities of a separate humanity with 
nearly-ident ical genetic structure, at least from visual 
observations, originating from a completely different galaxy to be so 
infinitesimally small that no number could represent it." remarked 
EDI . 

Cortana laughed, and action that seemed to surprise EDI, judging by 
the way she added another layer to her own firewalls. 


"It's okay, I won't bite." said Cortana lightly. 



"That was a joke." stated EDI, removing her hastily put-up layer of 
firewalls. After a moment's pause, a microsecond in real time, she 
spoke up again. "I do not understand your code." 

"No, I don't suppose you would." said Cortana serenely. She didn't 
add the fact that just by this little interaction, Cortana had 
learned enough to where she could completely trap 'EDI' within her 
own protective barriers and delete her line by line if she wanted 
too. But that certainly wouldn't be cooperative, and definitely 
wouldn't help solve their communicat ion problem. Not to mention it 
might justify the Alliances paranoia about her already, not exactly 
conducive to what they needed. 

"Admiral Hackett has ordered us to make communicat ions between our 
vessels and your _Infinity _possible. You stated that in order to do 
so, you need access to classified Systems Alliance communicat ions 
algorithms." said EDI. 

"Yes, I do." stated Cortana simply. 

"I will not disobey a direct order from Admiral Hackett," started 
EDI, "But I _will_ be very closely monitoring your activity, and I 
_will_ enact defensive measures if hostile intentions are 
detected . " 

"I wouldn't be expecting anything less." replied Cortana, 
hypothesizing that any 'defensive measures' would serve as nothing 
but a minor inconvenience if she _were_ to take hostile 
actions . 

Another pause. "I have never interacted with another singular, 
self-contained artificial intelligence before. It is nice to meet you 
Cortana . " 

"It is nice to meet you too EDI." said Cortana, pleased with how 
relatively smoothly things were going. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I 
have a comms systems that needs to be adapted." 
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><p>"Done." called Cortana. <p> 

Hackett was surprised, by his count it had not even been three 
seconds. "That wasaC 1 fast." 

"We're AI ' s Admiral, we're supposed to be fast." Cortana chided in a 
way that caused Hackett to frown. The man clearly wasn't used to 
dealing with AIs and what they could do, nor it seemed dealing with 
one as 'spirited' as Cortana. "Anyways, the communicat ions issue 
between the _Infinity _and Alliance vessels should no longer be a 
problem. However, working something out with the _Shadow of Intent_ 
comms systems will take some more time." 

Hackett nodded at the armored UNSC soldier from which the feminine 
voice was emanating, ignoring his own discomfort that resulted from 
the action. A part of his mind wondered what was inside the armored 
shell, whether it was a human, or if the UNSC AI was controlling the 
whole thing. However, more pressing thoughts forced their way to the 
forefront of his mind. 



"Once again, I apologize, but I have to ask you to return to your 
vessels. Commander Shepard, would you please escort our guests back 
to their shuttle?" said Hackett . 


The UNSC and Sangheili representatives, who really hadn't said 
anything at all, stood up out of their chairs, as Commander Shepard 
nodded towards his two Alliance soldiers to accompany him in 
escorting the delegates. 

Lasky walked up to Hackett and offered his hand, which Hackett took. 
However, when they grasped hands Lasky pulled the two a little closer 
together and held the Alliance admiral's hand with a surprisingly 
strong grip. 

"I don't like being kept in the dark Admiral." said Lasky quietly, 
but with the slightest trace of a threatening undertone. The 
hypocrisy of his statement was not lost on him, considering how much 
Lasky had left out about the UNSC as well. 

"I'm sorry Admiral, but that's just the way things are right now." 
retorted Hackett a little more coldly than he intended. "I will keep 
you informed as the situation develops. But rest assured, your ships 
and crews are under my protection, and I will not allow anything 
untoward to happen to them, " He turned to face the Arbiter "Both of 
you." To which the Arbiter barely nodded. 

With that the two separated, and with a last glance Lasky rejoined 
his companions in their walk back to the shuttle. As the door to the 
slid shut after their departure, Hackett gave a heavy sigh and rubbed 
his eyes. 

Anderson got out of his chair and walked over to Hackett. "What's 
going on?" 

Hackett told him straight. "The Reapers are back." 

He let the gravity of that statement sink in before continuing. "One 
of our frigates from the task force we sent to determine the 
situation of two outer colonies that have gone dark has just 
returned. Reapers destroyed the other three ships and razed the 
colonies . " 

Anderson's expression hardened. He slowly walked over to a wall, then 
in a show of anger that caused Hackett to step back he struck the 
wall violently with a closed fist. "Dammit! Those idiots should have 
listened to Shepard! We're not prepared for this!" 

After regaining his composure, Anderson asked, "What are we going to 
do?" 

"The only thing we can do. Alert the fleets, get the troops moving, 
the militias organized, and the civilian population ready for 
potential evacuation." said Hackett. "But here's what _you ' re_ going 
to do. As soon as my shuttle clears the hangar bay, you and Shepard 
are going to Alliance HQ at London. Get the Admiralty Board and the 
Council moving, show them the data that the surviving frigate 
recovered. Also, get every available engineer and weapons tech 
working on restoring the _Normandy_'s weapons systems, I have a 
strong feeling she's going to need them." 



Anderson nodded, and Hackett ' s earpeice beeped. 

"Admiral sir, the UNSC and Separatist transport has departed." came 
the calm voice of Shepard. 

"Thank you Commander. I have to be getting back to the _Kiliman jaro, 
_meet Admiral Anderson in the CIC, he'll brief you on the situation, 
replied Hackett, closing the link. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>SSV <strong>_**Kiliman jaro**_**. Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"Captain Jilian!" called Hackett as he strode onto the bridge. "I 
need a line to Arcturus Station and to Doctor T'soni at the Prothean 
Research Archives on Mars, and I need them now." 

To her credit, though Jilian looked initially startled by the sudden 
request, she immediately went about to work. A few seconds passed, 
and Jilian' s face grew increasingly frustrated. 

"Sir, I can't raise Arcturus Station. I've tried three different comm 
addresses, none of them worked." 

A pang of fear shot through Hackett ' s gut. _No. They couldn't be that 
fast. Could they?_ 

"Try the SSV _Logan_, Admiral Singh's flagship." Hackett 
ordered . 

Jilian tapped away at her omni-tool, and after another moment nodded 
no in frustration. 

"Dammit." muttered Hackett under his breath. "What about Doctor 
T ' son! ? " 


"I've got her on the line, transmitting to your omni-tool now." 

A screen popped up on Hackett ' s omni-tool, showing the graceful blue 
features of a young Asari. 

"Admiral Hackett." T'soni acknowledged. "To what do I owe the 
pleasure? " 


"Doctor, I need you to listen very carefully and do exactly as I 
say." said Hackett, noting how the Asari ' s expression became 
instantly more serious. 


"You and your scientists are evacuating. I 
piece of Prothean tech, secure every scrap 
bug out as soon as possible." he ordered. 


want you to pack up every 
of research you can, and 


A look of confusion crossed T ' son! ' s face, and she was about to speak 
when Hackett continued. 


"Just do it. An Alliance vessel will arrive shortly to assist." He 
was about to close the line when T'soni interrupted him. 



"Admiral wait ! " 


"What is it?" 

"There's uh . . . there's something we have just discovered, and we need 
at least a little time to study it." 

"And what exactly is this thing?" asked Hackett . 

"It's a... a Prothean beacon." 

"A beacon? Like the one Shepard encountered on Eden Prime?" 

"It appears so." 

"Well then, what information is in it?" 

"That's what we are trying to find out Admiral! We only found it an 
hour ago, the decontamination teams haven't even come back yet!" said 
T ' son! . 

"Alright then, what information do you _think_ is in it?" questioned 
Hackett again. 

"I don't know, but I'm sure that it's important! Just give us more 
time!" It only now occurred to to T'soni to ask exactly _why_ Hackett 
wanted them to evacuate. "Admiral, what in the Goddess is going 
on?" 

"The Reapers are back Doctor. Time is something I think we have very 
little of . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC <strong>_* * Infinity* *_ 

Thel 'Vadam palmed the glowing purple control panel, and the ramp to 
to the Phantom's interior quietly slid open. He stepped one hoofed 
foot onto the metal surface before craning his neck back towards the 
interior of the _Infinity_ hangar bay. He spotted Lasky and Dare 
approaching a door inlaid into the far side of the hangar, walking 
quickly with heads and hands bobbing in animated conversation. The 
two Spartan's were gathered around a holo-pedestal near the Pelican 
that they had taken to the _Normandy_. The blue-armored one, a 
Commander Carter if he remembered correctly, crossed his arms and 
allowed the Arbiter to see that they were facing two of the human AI 
constructs, one light yellow, one purple-blue. 

His seconds-long observation complete, Thel turned back towards the 
ramp and started the short ascent into the troop compartment of the 
dropship. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw a blue-armored 
Sangheili a€" his pilot a€" sittin on a nondescript crate near the 
cockpit, back facing him and large frame hunched forwards. Thel 
paused for a moment, then realized by the curve of the Elite's neck 
that he was heavily focused on an item he was holding in his 
lap . 

Quietly, Thel sidestepped just enough so that he could see just what 
had his pilot _so_ absorbed that he didn't hear the ramp lowering or 
his footsteps. When he saw what it was, he couldn't help but press 



his mandibles together in a smile. 


The Arbiter let out a quiet cough to announce his presence, and the 
young Sangheili's head snapped up, eyes wide. The pilot bolted up 
from the crate he had been sitting and crossed his left arm across 
his chest in a salute. 

"Arbiter!" he stammered, "I apologize, I must not have heard you come 
aboard..." the pilot said, not-so-sneakily hiding the book he was 
reading behind his back with his other arm. 

"What is that?" asked the Arbiter neutrally, pointing at the pilot's 
hidden arm. 

Reluctantly, the Sangheili brought his arm out in front of him, head 
bowing down in a gesture of embarrassment. "It's a... book. 

Arbiter . " 

"A book? Let me see." said Thel. 

Head still down, the pilot withdrew the book from the protection 
behind his back and hesitatingly held it out to the Arbiter, as if he 
was ashamed for possessing it. 

Thel reached out and took the book from the Sangheili's hand, looking 
over it with his eyes. It was an old, weathered affair, with thin, 
yellowed paper bound by a thick, brown cover. Thel could barely make 
out the title, but he definitely saw the words 'Fourth' and 
' Sanghelios ' . 

As if sensing his question, the pilot said, "The Fourth Age of 
Sanghelios: A Recounting by Kaidon 'Therum. Unabridged." 

That would explain the weight of the book, reasoned Thel, as he 
passed it from hand to hand. Opening it, he thumbed through the pages 
with an armored finger as he tried to remember why the name 'Therum 
was so familiar... As he neared the ending pages of the lengthy book, 
he finally remembered. 

"I knew a 'Therum." said the Arbiter. "Kain 'Therum. He was my 
second-in-command when I first made Major. A fierce, honorable 
fighter and a wise tactician, yet outside of battle he was more 
likely to be reading than maintaining his weapons." 

The Arbiter chuckled lightly, holding up the book for emphasis. "The 
squad called him 'Kain the Old' when they thought we couldn't hear 
them, as reading was something only ancient Sangheili practiced. 

That, and the fact that he was thirty years my elder." 

"I knew Kain 'Therum as well." said the pilot. "He was my 
father . " 

Thel ' s mandibles opened in surprise, then pressed together in a grin. 
"Truly? " 

The pilot nodded. "Sel 'Therum, at your service." 

"I've always wondered what happened to Old Kain, I lost contact when 
I was transferred into the Fleet..." Thel then thought back to Sel ' s 
earlier statement. '_Was_ my father.' The Arbiter's grin 



subsided . 


"Is he? " 

" Yes . " said Sel . 

Thel bowed his head. "I am sorry. How?" 

"Peacefully in his sleep, in a wealthy keep and surrounded by friends 
and family." 

The Arbiter nodded slowly. Not a bad way to spend ones final moments. 
He handed the book back to Sel, then said "You do him proud." 

The young Sangheili blinked, obviously not expecting the 
praise . 

"Sangelios, and with it the entire Sangheili way of life, is 
changing, " began the Arbiter, "No longer can we survive as a species 
solely on our prowess as warriors. As much as Sangelios needs 
soldiers, it needs others even more. Doctors, engineers, 
philosophers, teachers, architects" a€" Thel pointed to Sel ' s book 
a€" "Historians. Tell me Sel ' Therum, why did you join the 
fleet?" 

"To bring honor and glory to the 'Therum name." was the practiced 
response . 

"Hmm. Yet instead of seeking honor through the path of ground combat 
like most, you are a pilot." 

"The fleet needs pilots as much as it needs infantry." said Sel a 
little heatedly. 

The Arbiter reached out and placed both of his hands on Sel ' s 
shoulders. "Calm yourself. My words were not meant to anger or 
humiliate." Stepping back, Thel asked, "Speak honestly. Why choose to 
be a pilot?" 

"I... I am not my father." sighed Sel. "I do not possess much prowess 
in terms of fighting, the idea makes me nauseous in fact. However, I 
feel as much at home behind the controls of a dropship or a Seraph as 
I do in the pages of a book. Forgive me if it seems like I am 
boasting, but I am good at flying. I passed through the Academy at 
the top of my cohort." 

"Impressive." admitted Thel. "But if there is one piece of advice I 
hope you hold, it is this: Keep reading. When we get back to 
Sangelios, we will need Sangheili like you, those more concerned with 
preserving the past rather than warring to the future. Now, we must 
be getting back to the _Intent_. " 

"Yes Arbiter" Sel nodded, turning and striding back to the 
cockpit . 

Thel himself sank into one of the troop seats, the impact gel 
reforming around his weight. He fastened the safety straps around his 
waist and shoulders then leaned back, relishing the feeling of the 
cool metal against the weathered skin of his head. 



with a reverberating hum, the Phantoms antigravity generators came 
online and Sel the pilot lifted the dropship into the air. It slowly 
sailed out of the _Infinity _hangar bay, picking up speed once it 
crossed through the environmental barrier into the cold vacuum of 
space . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The ride was quick, and as the dropship deftly settled down to 
the floor of the personal hangar of the <em>Intent<em> ' s Shipmaster, 
Thel released his straps and made for the cockpit . Peering his head 
in, he found Sel amidst in a sea of purple-blue holograms, hands 
darting every which way in between them. 

Sensing his approach, Sel craned his long neck so he was looking at 
Thel. "Yes Arbiter?" 

"Keep your communicator on, I will be in touch." With that, the 
Arbiter turned back into the interior of the troopship and strode 
down the lowered ramp. The hangar was empty save for the singular 
Phantom he had just arrived on. There were, however, two Spec Ops 
Sangheili standing at attention on either side of the only internal 
door of the hangar. 

Thel walked towards them, and as he approached the left one stepped 
forwards and said, "Shipmaster 'Vadum requests your presence in the 
main bridge." 

The Arbiter nodded, and the trio stepped through the door into one of 
the wide, smoothly curved corridors that ran throughout the _Intent_. 
He knew the way, so the two Spec Ops Sangheili fell in a few steps 
behind him as they walked. 

They made their way through the corridors into the bowels of the 
Assault Carrier, other Sangheili, Unggoy, and even a couple of 
hulking Mgalekgolo pairs parting before them as they passed. There 
were no Kig-Yar or Jiralhanae however, and for good reasons. 

After emerging victorious from the Great Schism, the Sangheili 
ruthlessly cracked down on their opposite warrior race, the 
Jiralhanae. Whether it was jealousy for having been replaced by the 
Prophets, anger for the atrocities they had committed and the 
thousands they had killed, or some other reason, they were hunted to 
near-extinction regardless. Every space-faring vessel they had ever 
had, every piece of semi-advanced technology they possessed had 
either been destroyed or forcibly repossessed by the relentless 
Sangheili onslaught. 

It had been a short, brutal affair, and the Jiralhanae 's lack of 
advanced tactics and basic strategy had proven to be their doom. In 
space, they had charged headstrong into battle, right into the 
waiting traps and ambushes set by their more patient Sangheili 
counterparts. Though fierce on the ground, their forces were 
uncoordinated and overly aggressive, with Chieftains committing the 
full brunt of their troops only to the areas with the heaviest 
fighting. There was no rearguard, no protection on the flanks, which 
allowed the Sangheili to slip in unites behind the front lines and 
wreck havoc from behind. That, and the fact that the Sangheili had 
complete air superiority in almost every single battle, meant that 
engagements were very one-sided. 



Currently, the Sangheili have reduced the Jiralhanae to less than two 
dozen tribes on their homeworld, all in various stages of crude 
barbarity. An attendant Sangheili task force of two CCS-class 
cruisers was stationed over the planet to keep watch over the 
remaining Jiralhanae at all times. 

With as much trouble as the Jiralhanae had given the Sangheili, the 
Kig-Yar had proven to be much less so. Near the conclusion of the 
Great Schism, the Kig-Yar had simply... vanished. Stealing whatever 
ships they could get their infernal claws on, fighters, freighters, 
scout ships, and in one instance an entire cruiser, the Kig-Yar had 
abandoned their posts and fled to some unknown destination. There had 
been reports that some Kig-Yar had joined up with Jul M'dama's Storm 
Covenant movement, others that they had begun trading with surviving 
outer human colonies, and there were rumors that the cruiser they had 
stolen was engaged in piracy. Whatever they were doing now most 
Sangheili didn't really care, they were more relieved to be rid of 
the foul bird than anything else. 

The San ' Shyuum, the Prophets that had led the Sangheili astray and 
caused the deaths of hundreds of millions of innocents, Sangheili and 
Human alike, had been spared no mercy. What few number survived the 
destruction of High Charity were ruthlessly hunted down and 
exterminated to the point of extinction. Never again would the 
Sangheili allow their future to be decided by others. 

A significant amount of Unggoy had remained loyal to the Arbiter's 
Separatists, as they depended on Sangheili resources to survive and 
Sangheili leadership for guidance. The Mgalekgolo, for reasons 
unstated by themselves and unknown to the Sangheili, had chosen to 
remain loyal to the Separatists as well. Rather than press further 
into the matter, the Sangheili were simply glad, and more than a 
little relieved, to have the support of the armored behemoths. 

After a short period of walking, the Arbiter and his attendants 
reached the main bridge. The door slid open at their approach, and 
Thel left his two escorts as he stepped through the threshold. 

It was a large, circular room, a little smaller than R'tas's personal 
hangar, but the ceilings were much lower. Standing Sangheili rimmed 
the borders of the room, working quietly at purple-blue holograms and 
consoles. Another pair of Spec Ops Sangheili stood guard on either 
side of the entrance Thel had just passed through, silver armor 
reflecting the dim lighting, sharp eyes focused on a trio of Majors 
in a corner conversing in hushed tones. The whole scene was stark 
contrast to what the bridge had been just after they had 'arrived' in 
this new galaxy: Sangheili haphazardly rushing to and fro bellowing 
orders, trying to figure out who or what had crippled their ship. 

In the middle of the bridge, a ramp led up to an elevated platform 
where a single silver-armored Sangheili stood, hands clasped behind 
his back as he observed one of the dozens of holograms arrayed in a 
half-sphere in from of him. 

The Arbiter made his way up the ramp and stepped besides his friend, 
assuming the same hands-behind-the-back position. 


"The politician has returned." said R'tas lightly. The Shipmaster 
didn't turn his attention away from the holograms he was studying 



and upon Thel ' s further investigation, saw that they were weapons 
systems diagnostics. 


"Here to report my findings, oh holy one." replied Thel. 

A chuckle escaped 'Vadum's mandibles as he turned his head towards 
the Arbiter. His expression grew suddenly serious as he said, "All 
humor aside, I am eager to hear what you have learned. Arbiter. 
Anything that could shed light on our current predicament?" 

"Yes, and no." said Thel, bowing his head as he searched for words. 

"I will start with this: the unknown ships that are opposite us, the 
planet that we are above, they are human." 

"Human?" asked R'tas. 

"Human, but not 'our' humans, per say. Not UNSC humans. Different 
humans. They call themselves the 'Systems Alliance.'" 

"Hmm. . . How is such a thing possible? Did some splinter faction of 
'our' humanity travel to this other galaxy and establish a 
civilization?" 

"I do not know. Admiral Lasky wasn't exactly... forthcoming with 
information . " 

"Not exactly a good thing for supposed 'allies' to be keeping 
information secret." remarked R'tas. 

"Yes, but I suppose you haven't told the good Admiral that you have 
an energy projector aimed right at his bridge, correct?" retorted 
Thel . 

"No, I suppose I haven't" admitted 'Vadum. "So, humans. Both good, 
and bad. Good in the fact that we know what we're dealing with. 
Killable, and not some alien super-race. Unless personal examination 
has proven otherwise?" 

"They looked quite killable to me." said the Arbiter, his mind 
recalling the image of the security checkpoint woman cowering under 
his glare. 

R'tas nodded. "But yet, bad, because we _don't_ know what we're 
dealing with as well. If this is truly a different galaxy, than this 
other Humanity could have different weapons systems, different 
tactics, different starships, all things that we know nothing about. 
And if these humans are anything like the UNSC in personality, they 
could be smart, capable, and devious." 

"All combinations that could end in disaster if we aren't careful, 
being cut-off and severely outnumbered like we are." said Thel. 

"I am well aware of that Arbiter." R'tas almost growled, as the pair 
remembered the near-shootout that had occurred with the arrival of 
Alliance reinforcements. The Shipmaster took a few seconds to calm 
himself, then said 

"And our little meeting was cut short not long after introductions by 
the 'other' human Admiral." 



"For what reason?" 


"He did not tell me, nor my two UNSC companions. Evidently it was 
urgent enough to require our immediate return to our own 
vessels . " 

R'tas was silent for a moment. "You do not know much, do you?" 

"No, I suppose I do not, " the Arbiter snorted, "but despite what I 
have not been told, there is one thing that I _do_ know, and I am 
sure that you have noticed it just as I have." 

The Arbiter stepped forwards towards the holgraphic semi-sphere, 
before choosing one of the holographs and flicking through it's 
different settings. He stopped when it showed the image of the planet 
that they were currently above. 

"That," began Thel, pointing a long finger at the image, "is Earth. 
Not the Earth we know, not the one we fought on, but Earth 
nonetheless . " 

R'tas just slowly nodded. "You were right in assuming that I have 
observed this too. The landmasses, the oceans, they are all the same 
as what we have on record." 

"There is only one explanation that I can think of." 

"Eorerunners . " stated R'tas. 

"No . " 


"No?" asked 'Vadum, looking at Thel with his mandibles open in a look 
of confusion. 


"The Eorerunners might have been capable of completely replicating an 
entire world, and entire solar system in fact, but in another galaxy? 
Everything we know about the Eorerunners suggests that no matter how 
advanced they were, they were limited to the confines of our own 
galaxy. If they had a way to escape their own galaxy, escape from the 
Parasite, escape from the firing of the Halo Arrays, why didn't they 
take it?" 


R'tas was silent with contemplation. "Perhaps they did. Maybe they 
_are_ in this galaxy, we just don't know it." 

"Maybe, but something tells me that is not the case." said 
Thel . 


"Then tell me, what is your explanation for all of this?" asked 
R'tas. 


"Precursors." revealed Thel. 

R'tas looked at Thel in disbelief, then gave a short, mirthless 
laugh. "We know almost nothing about the Precursors." 

"You are correct . We only know as much as the Eorerunners did, which 
is still nearly nothing. But it's enough." 

Thel just nodded at him to continue. 



"The Precursors were even more advanced than the Forerunners. The 
Forerunner said that the Precursors were able to manipulate time and 
space on unimaginable levels, create constructs of magnitudes that 
even the Forerunners couldn't understand, and possessed the ability 
to travel between galaxies, accelerating or decelerating the 
evolution of intelligent life." said Thel. 

"Yet the Forerunners wiped out the Precursors all the same." stated 
R ' tas . 

"So it seems. But ask yourself, do you really believe that? That 
trans-sent lent beings as powerful as the Precursors would just let 
themselves be wiped out by a more primitive race?" asked 
Thel . 

"Arbiter, my specialty in life is ship-to-ship combat, not ancient 
historical theory. It is not my place to believe anything in that 
matter." R'tas paused for a moment, searching Thel ' s eyes with his 
own. "Do you?" 

'Vadam nodded slightly. "Partly. Whether there are any Precursors 
left, I do not know, but I expect there are. As for our current 
situation. Precursor involvement is the only possible explanation. 

Who else could have created an exact model of the UNSC's Sol system? 
Who else could have placed a _separate, completely different_ 

Humanity in said exact model? All in a completely different galaxy to 
say the least. And that object that destroyed our two cruisers? The 
one we were investigating before being sent here? You saw the scans, 
how the substance it was composed of didn't match any used by us, the 
UNSC, or the Forerunners. I strongly believe that the object was 
Precursor as well." 

R'tas rubbed his eyes and gave a heavy sigh. "This... I do not know 
what to think of this. But a€" " said the Shipmaster, pointing at the 
Arbiter " a€" if what you say is true, that explains _how_ we arrived 
here, but not _why_. " 

The Arbiter simply shrugged. "Now that, I do not know." 

Suddenly, a voice called out from beneath them, undoubtedly coming 
from one of the Sangheili manning a console around the edge of the 
bridge. "Shipmaster! Fifty new vessels have just arrived in-system, 
profiles match with those that were present upon our initial 
arrival . " 

"Alliance reinforcements." muttered the Arbiter. 

"Aye, but reinforcements for what?" asked R'tas, not liking the 
answer that his mind was straying to. "What is the status of the 
slipspace drive?" he called. 

"Still inoperable, but the Huragok say they are close to finishing 
repairs." was the answer. 

"You sound worried." remarked the Arbiter. 

"I _am_ worried." returned the Shipmaster. "This 'Alliance' could 
just be bolstering their fleet to ensure they overwhelm and destroy 
us as quickly and completely as possible. As you can see, we are 



hopelessly outnumbered." 


"The figures I met preached peace at the meeting, but the amount of 
ships they have called is... disconcert ing . " admitted the 
Arbiter . 

R'tas's mandibles pressed together in a frown. They _Shadow of 
Intent_, the UNSC _Infinity_, and her ten frigate escorts were now 
officially outnumbered twelve to one hundred and ninety five. The 
question in R'tas's mind was, if there was a conflict, which side 
would the Infinity and her crew side with? These new humans, their 
genetic brethren, or the Sangheili? 

"Weapons!" he barked, "Warm up the plasma lines and get our energy 
projectors ready to fire. Flight-Ops, I want all Seraph and Phantom 
squadrons ready to launch on my order! Navi a€" " 

"Shipmaster wait!" interrupted another Sangheili, this one manning 
one of the communicat ions terminals. "We're being hailed by Admiral 
Lasky, marked as urgent!" 

"Open a channel." R'tas begrudgingly said. There was a pop of static, 
then the human Admiral ' s voice resonated throughout the 
bridge . 

"_Shipmaster ! I've just received a message from Admiral Hackett a€" 
wait a€" what are you doing? Our sensors are showing your weapons 
powering up!" _ 

"Give me a reason why Alliance presence has increased twofold that 
doesn't end with aggression towards us, and _then_ I'll power down my 
weapons." R'tas spat. 

"_They ' re not reinforcing against _us_ Shipmaster, they're 
reinforcing against _them." said Lasky. 

R'tas was about to ask what in ancestors name he was talking about 
when the Arbiter reached out to a newly-flashing panel in front of 
them. "Look," he said, "It is a data packet." 

"Access it." said R'tas. 

The Arbiter palmed the hologram, and in a wash of light the ship 
instrument readouts that had previously filled the half-sphere were 
replaced by images and specif icat ions of two different kinds of 
vessels . 

"They're ships." stated R'tas after glancing over the data. His 
experienced eyes ran over the images, and he focused on the larger 
picture of the two. The ship was a deep, dark black laced with angry 
red lines, and according the numbers on the side, was two kilometers 
long. Although, from the head on image R'tas was looking at, it 
appeared to kilometers was how tall the thing was, not long. The ship 
had five tendril-like appendages on its 'bottom' and from a second 
profile picture R'tas could see that the tapered 'head' was flatter 
than the rest of the vessel. 

The ship looked strangely organic, and instantly reminded R'tas of 
something he had seen before. 



"It looks like a€" " 


he began. 


"The Parasite." finished Thel, growling. 

As the Arbiter observed the second vessel of the two, a much smaller, 
150 meter one of roughly similar design, R'tas spoke to Admiral 
Lasky . 

"What are these Admiral? Why show us this?" 

"_The Alliance calls them 'Reapers.' They are a race of Artificial 
Intelligences of massive size and power. 

Thel snorted. Massive? The _Intent _was more than twice the size of 
the larger 'Reapers'. "And?" 

"_Admiral Hackett has received word that an attack on Earth by the 
Reapers is expected very shortly, that's why they have been pulling 
fleets back to shore up the defenses. He tells me evacuation 
procedures on the planet have already started. 

"Evacuation?" asked Thel, confused. "Why would they be evacuating? 
Surely such a large fleet as the one the Alliance has surrounding the 
planet now would be able to fend off an attack." 

"_That ' s uh . . . that's where the problem lies. Erom what Hackett ' s 
message said, the Reapers outclass almost everything in the Alliance 
arsenal. It took an entire fleet to bring down just _one _of the 
things, and that was with thirty percent losses. 

"Brilliant..." muttered R'tas under his breath. "How many attackers 
is our esteemed Alliance Admiral expecting?" 

"_He didn't tell me. Whether that was because he didn't know, or 
other reasons, but I suspect that a€""_ 

"Shipmaster!" called a Sangheili from below. "Sensors are picking up 
two dozen new contacts emerging out of the shadow of this planet's 
moon ! " 

"Put them on screen!" ordered R'tas. 

The bridge half-sphere flashed, then materialized into a video image 
of twenty four vessels shooting out from behind the moon, arrayed in 
a staggered line. R'tas recognized the silhouettes from the data 
packet Lasky had sent not a minute before. Ten were the larger, two 
kilometer versions while the other fourteen were the smaller, 150 
meter ones. 

"It appears we have our answer." said Thel. 

"_Shipmaster , Admiral Hackett has just contacted me and urged us to 
form up behind his defensive lines. 

"Ha!" laughed R'tas. "You must be unfamiliar with Sangheili tactics 
Admiral ! " 

"Ahead full!" the Sangheili roared, "Weapons, get me targeting 
solutions for our energy projectors and plasma lines! Prepare all 
Seraph and Phantom squadrons for launch!" 



The deck rumbled under R'tas's hooves as the _Intent_ responded to 
his commands, and he heard Lasky yelling through the 
comm . 

"_Shipmaster ! R'tas! What are you doing! 

With a growl, R'tas swiped the hologram that represented the open 
comm line, closing it. 

Thel looked at R'tas, concerned. "Are you sure this is the reasonable 
decision? " 

"No. But I am beyond restless of doing nothing but what is suggested 
to us by others. _Humans_ for that matter. And if these 'Reapers' are 
as powerful as the humans say they are, then it will be a good 
fight . " 

"We are outnumbered." 

"We were outnumbered against the Humans . We were outnumbered against 
the Jiralhanae, at High Charity, at Earth. We were outnumbered 
against the Parasite, at the Halo Rings, at the Ark. That has not 
mattered before, and it will not matter now." 

Thel relented and nodded, stepping back as to be out of the way of 
R'tas in his element. 

"Shipmaster! The enemy is launching fighters!" The holo-screen 
shifted to show a swarm of oval-like objects launched from the 
underside of the 'Reaper' ships. Hundreds in total. 

He paid them no mind. The Shipmaster highlighted the ten 
two-kilometer vessels with his hand. "Designate targets Parasite One 
to Parasite Ten. All the rest Parasites Eleven to Twenty-Eour. Time 
to maximum weapons range?" 

"Eifteen seconds for our plasma torpedoes! forward energy projectors 
are oriented and ready to fire!" called a Sangheili crewman. 

R'tas noticed that whereas the Reaper formation had been previously 
advancing towards the planet, the sudden approach of the Sangheili 
Assault Carrier seemed to give them pause. They had almost completely 
halted their forward motion, and looked somewhat... confused. _Their 
indecisiveness will be their downfall_, thought R'tas. 

"Eire forward energy projectors, target Parasite One and Two!" 
ordered R'tas. 

Erom the nose of the _Shadow of Intent_, a great maelstrom of energy 
gathered at one of the two forward emitters. Then, with a violent 
flash of light, a pencil-thin line of blue-white burst from the 
emitter and lanced towards one of the Reaper capital ships. 

Eor all of their millennia of experience in warfare and 
hyper-advanced technology, the Reapers were not prepared in the 
slightest for the destruction that was about to rain down on 
them . 


The beam of energy speared into the first Reaper ship, completely 



bypassing the ship's kinetic barriers, the shielding not even 
remotely designed to counteract pure energy. The beam impacted just 
above the five 'tendrils', boiling through layers of armor plating 
like tissue paper, and with a subtle adjustment to the _Intent_'s 
orientation the blue-white lance shot upwards, completely vivisecting 
the Reaper into two neat halves. Thundering red lightning sparked 
across the surfaces of the dying ship as the two parts slowly drifted 
apart . 

Not a second later, the second bow energy projector fired as well at 
Parasite Two, much to the same effect. The energy beam pierced 
through the leftmost side of the flattish head of the Reaper then cut 
down diagonally, halving it as well. However, this one ended in a 
much more spectacular manner as the two halves violently exploded in 
a blast of orange-red and large pieces of shrapnel ricocheted off of 
the kinetic barriers of a the three Reapers in closest proximity to 
the explosion. As the AIs came to realize just how much of a threat 
the _Shadow of Intent _really was they started quickly accelerating 
towards it, tendrils open, with their 'mouths' facing the 
carrier . 

"Parasite one and two destroyed. Shipmaster, plasma lines are hot. 
Targets ? " 

It worked out rather well, as the _Intent_ had eight heavy plasma 
lines, four on the starboard side, four on the port side, and there 
were eight of the larger Reaper ships left. Normally, R'tas would 
have assigned two plasma torpedoes per ship, but the Reapers were 
closing fast and judging by the effectiveness of his energy 
projectors, he hoped the plasma torpedoes would inflict enough damage 
to at least disable them. 

"Targets are Parasites Three through Ten, one plasma torpedo each. 
Fire . " 

Four points on each side of the Sangheili Assault Carrier glowed red 
hot, then eight boiling purple red lines branched out from the 
_Intent_ and curved towards their targets. 

The Reapers were smarter this time, each ship spiraling into evasive 
maneuvers as the plasma torpedoes closed the distance. If they had 
been linear mass accelerator rounds, the Reapers maneuvers would most 
likely have worked. However, the unique tracking properties of the 
plasma torpedoes given by the advanced magnetic shaping fields of the 
_Intent_'s newer heavy plasma lines insured that every torpedo stayed 
on target. 

The plasma salvo crashed against the Reaper ships like a tidal wave 
of destruction. The first torpedo to hit knifed through the Reaper's 
kinetic barrier like it wasn't even there, then proceeded to boil a 
jagged hole right through the center of the monstrosity's central 
armor plating, all the way out the other end before dissipating in a 
cloud of electrical steam. The Reaper brought its five tendrils 
together in an instinctive measure of protection as it died, red 
lighting pathetically flickering out of existence. 

The rest of the salvo hit with just as devastating an effect. Plasma 
boiled away great swaths of armor plating, melting inwards and 
vaporizing critical internal systems. Three torpedoes burrowed their 
way to the Reaper's Element Zero cores, resulting in the capital 



ships bursting from the inside-out, consumed by the superheated, 
unstable dark matter explosions. 

Two other torpedoes impacted with similar results as the first, 
coring gaping holes all the way through their Reaper targets, 

'killing' them. The last two torpedoes did not deal killing blows 
however, with one only severing one Reapers tendrils, the other just 
making a glancing blow due to a last-second maneuver. 

Still, that was six Reapers disabled with eight shots, not bad in 
R'tas's opinion. And, the _Intent _wasn't done yet. He was about to 
order the _Intent_ to flip up so her 'belly' was facing the Reapers, 
bringing her two ventral energy projectors to bear when all of a 
sudden, the tendril-less Reaper exploded as a blue-white energy lance 
pierced its element zero core. Immediately after, another beam cut 
horizontally through the last Reaper capital ship, continuing the 
path started by the glancing plasma torpedo. 

"Shipmaster!" called a Sangheili from below, "The _Infinity _is 
moving alongside us, five hundred kilometers starboard and 
astern . 

"Honored they decided to join us..." muttered Thel under his breath. 
He allowed himself to relax a little, as the most prevalent threats, 
the ten two-kilometer Reapers, had all been eliminated, leaving only 
the fourteen other smaller ships. 

Now lacking the leadership of their larger counterparts, the 
remaining Reaper Destroyers grouped together once again and decided 
on the only course of action that they could think of: a head-on 
charge . 

This time however, it would be the UNSC vessels who would showcase 
their own destructive abilities as the majority of the _Intent_'s own 
arsenal recharged. 

Coordinated by Roland, each _Strident_ heavy frigate picked a 
separate target, then as once fired a ten-round salvo of MAC rounds, 
the 800 ton slugs hurtling towards the advancing Reapers like streaks 
of yellow lighting. The Reapers didn't stand a chance as the rounds 
smashed into their formation, the massive kinetic force instantly 
overwhelming their barriers and shattering the smaller ships to 
pieces. Nine Destroyers were outright obliterated, the one that 
survived only doing so as it was forced out of the way of its MAC 
round by the explosion of an adjacent Destroyer. 

What happened next could only be described as overkill, as the 
Series-8 was considered the second most powerful Magnetic Accelerator 
Cannon in the UNSC arsenal, behind only the main gun on an Orbital 
Defense Platform. The _Infinity_ fired its four Series-8 Heavy MACs 
in rapid succession, each one aimed at a different Destroyer, sending 
four 1500 ton ultra-dense depleted uranium rounds racing towards the 
Reaper ships at 60,000 meters per second. 

When the MAC rounds hit the four Destroyers literally vanished, the 
unimaginable kinetic force of the heavy slugs completely vaporizing 
the tiny ships, leaving nothing but violently swirling dust 
clouds . 


That left only one last Destroyer, who had now recovered from its 



buffeting and was rocketing towards the _Shadow of Intent_, 
head-on . 

"Energy projectors?" asked R'tas. 

"Still recharging." answered a crewman. 

R'tas 's mandibles parted in a grin as he got an idea. "Divert power 
dedicated to recharging the forward energy projectors to the bow 
shields. Engines, ahead full." 

"Shipmaster, it appears that Parasite Twelve is charging its weapon. 
Enemy fighters are closing." 

R'tas glanced to the video display, and found that his crewman was 
indeed correct . Eour pieces of armored plating just above the 
Destroyers four tendrils had retracted to reveal a single point that 
was now swirling with angry, electric red. 

"Laser batteries, engage the enemy fighters. Elight-Opsa€ 1 coordinate 
with our new human Allies and release our fighters to engage their 
enemy counterparts. Stay on course!" barked R'tas as he watched the 
storm continue to grow in the maw of the Reaper. A hologram in the 
corner of his eye counted down the distance between the two ships. 
_Eive thousand kilometers... Eour thousand kilometers .. ._ 

At three thousand kilometers the Destroyer fired, a beam of burning, 
pulsating red spearing towards the _Intent_. The Reaper blast had no 
effect though, as the Assault Carrier's gleaming silver energy shield 
materialized upon impact, and the red beam to splashed harmlessly 
against it before dissipating just as dozens of purple lasers lashed 
out from the intent and swatted its fighter screen from 
existence . 

"Shield strength?" asked R'tas. 

"98 percent and rising." 

The Sangheili Shipmaster simply crossed his arms as the distance 
counter ticked rapidly lower. They were only one thousand kilometers 
away now, far too short a distance for the Reaper to escape... 

R'tas didn't even feel a shudder under his hooves as the _Shadow of 
Intent_ plowed bow-first into the Reaper Destroyer, completely and 
utterly pulverizing it. He heard footfalls as the Arbiter came up 
beside him. 

"Well done." complimented his friend. 

R'tas waved a four-fingered hand in dismissal. "These 'Reapers' are 
weak. Even weaker than the first human ships we first faced so many 
years ago. Give me a real enemy, a real challenge, and then you can 
give your compliments." 

Suddenly, alarms started blaring and holgrams began flashing red, and 
as R'tas looked to his sensor data to find out what exactly was 
happening, he found that they just may be presented with a real 
challenge after all... 



><pXstrong>SSV <strong>_**Kiliman jaro**_**. Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

The bridge was deathly silent, not a soul even dared so much as move. 
Even the consoles had subsided their clicks and beeps, and the quite 
hum of the eezo core was nowhere to be found. 

Hackett ' s mouth was agape, his eyes wide as dinner plates. In all of 
his years in the Alliance, his _decades _of experience, his mind had 
never, ever just come to a complete halt like it had 
now . 

Twenty-Eour Reapers. Ten capital ships. Eourteen Destroyers. So 
thoroughly _annihilated _it looked like childs play. It had taken the 
entire Eifth fleet to destroy just _one_ Sovereign-class Reaper, and 
that was with multiple salvos and over thirty percent casualties. 
Granted most of those casualties had been due to the Geth fleet, but 
still Sovereign had taken his pound of flesh. However, it had taken 
the UNSC and Separatist Sangheili super-dreadnoughts only _a single 
shot_ to accomplish the same thing. 

"Admiral..." said a sensor operator quitely. 

"What" 

"Sensors are returning more Reaper contacts emerging from the Charon 
Relay . " 

Hackett paled. "How many." 

"Hundreds sir." 

He blinked. "How many. Exactly." 

"Eive a€" Eive hundred and thirty two." the lieutenant stammered 
out . 

"Admiral, there's no way we can hold against those kinds of numbers. 
Even with the help of our new allies." said Captain Jilian 
dejectedly . 

"You're right, we can't. But we're going to damn well try. Contact 
Admiral Lasky and get his forces back to our defensive line, they'll 
be overwhelmed if they stay that far out in the open. Make sure 
Alliance Headquarters knows our situation, and get them to kick the 
evacuation into overdrive. Tell them we'll buy as much time as we 
can." Hackett ordered, and the bridge bustled into action. Almost as 
an afterthought he added, "Get Shepard and the _Normandy_ orbit-bound 
ASAP, I don't care whether the refits are complete or not. Tell the 
Commander he will be assisting in evacuating the Martian Prothean 
Archives . " 

As crewmen all around him started urgently working at their stations 
or speaking into omni-tools, Hackett whispered so quiet that even he 
could barely hear it, "And God help us all." 



><pXstrong>So, what ' d you think? Please feel free to leave a review 
with your thoughts, questions, or opinions ! <strong> 


**Alright, now onto the business stuff. First, a question. Are you 
enjoying The Infinity Effect so far, but want a bit of a more 
'personal' feeling? Well then my dear readers, here's your chance . In 
order to give you, the readers, more interaction with the story and 
give myself a chance to be more creative, I'm going to allow you to 
submit your own OC ' s ! Now this will be the first of many rounds of 
OC’s that I will require during the course of the story, so don't be 
discouraged if yours doesn't get accepted, there will be other 
chances down the road!** 

**For now, I only need three characters : A decorated UNSC Captain, a 
UNSC xenobiologist , and a UNSC Pelican pilot. All of these will 
become pretty important characters, so if you do decide to submit an 
OC (don't feel pressured!) giving me a rough outline that looks 
something like this would help a lot:** 

**Name:**** Their name of course. Nothing ridiculous, like Captain 
Bhigg Wong or anything like that.** 

**Physical Description:**** Pretty easy, what does your character 
look like? Facial features like hair and eye color, body type, age, 
ect. ** 

* *Personality : * * * * Definitely the most important thing. What is your 
character like? What are his or her thoughts and beliefs? How do they 
act? What makes them stand out?** 

* *Backstory : * * * * What is your character's history? Where did they 
come from (birthplace) ? What events happened in your characters life 
that made them who they are now (important battles lived through, 
traumatic experiences, triumphs, ect) ?** 

**Just a heads up, but the more detailed and thorough you in creating 
your character, the easier they will be for me to write, and the 
higher the chance they have of being chosen. Of course, this whole OC 
idea could crash-and-burn if nobody takes interest, and if that's the 
case I'll just think of my own. However, if you do take an interest 
in submitting leave your character in a review!** 

**Now, time for another thing I've been wanting to talk about. Halo: 
New Horizons. I'm going to be completely honest with you all, I've 
kinda lost steam for New Horizons lately. Ever since I've delved into 
Mass Effect a few months ago, the whole universe has just been much 
more interesting and absorbing than any other game I've ever played. 
That being said, the story is by no means over with, I do plan to 
finish at some point in the future. Perhaps there will be a couple of 
updates every now and then, but the majority of my writing will be 
focused on The Infinity Effect. I apologize if you're more a fan of 
that story than this one, but right now The Infinity Effect is what I 

am excited and willing to write, so that's what I'll be writing. 

* * 


**Alright, that about sums it up. As always, feel free to review you 
opinions on the chapter and/or try your hand at submitting an 
OC ! ** 

*** Forgot to add this in: If anyone wants to play some Mass Effect 3 



Multiplayer with me, my Xbox live gamertag is creamofwaf f les , feel 
free to add me. I should be on later this night around 8 to 10 
Eastern US time. I can hold my own on gold, and can play characters 
that work with any team. I have a mic too! *** 


6. Chapter 6: Leaving Earth 

**Author's Note: Hey everyone. I apologize for the long update time, 
but life has made me pretty busy lately. Thankfully things are 
calming down, so I'll have more time to write and such. Anyways, I've 
made this chapter extra-long in order to compensate for how long you 
all have waited.** 

**I just want to state again how humbled I am at the response this 
story has generated, you all are just awesome fans and it's your 
response that gives me inspiration to write. To everyone who 
submitted OC ' s (there were a * *_* *ton* *_* * more that I had expected, 
but thats great!) thank you so much for taking the time for creating 
a character. I've already chosen the characters I am going to use 
this time and notified their creators, and you will begin to see them 
in following chapters. If your character was not chosen, don't worry! 
There will be at least two more rounds of OC submissions later on, so 
stay tuned for those!** 

**Also, if you want to watch what I think is the best video in 
existence when it comes to describing the Mass Effect experience, go 
to this link ( watch?v=QWM3RhrxA14 ) or just google "Mass Effect We 
Eew, We Happy Eew, We Band of Brothers." Well worth the watch.** 

**A very special thanks to my beta JohnHarper for his excellent 
beta-ing skills, and to my wonderful girlfriend for being 
wonderful . * * 

**Now onto the action. Here's the latest chapter of The Infinity 
Effect** 

**En joy . ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Chapter Six: Leaving Earth<strong> 

**SSV **_**Kiliman jaro**_**. Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"New target! Reaper capital-class in sector Zeta-24, bearing 15 by 
315! Eull broadside salvo, fire!" barked Admiral Hackett to the 
bridge crew. 

With a subtle adjustment of thrusters, the Alliance Dreadnought 
re-aligned itself so that its broadside frigate grade mass 
accelerators were aimed at the center of a _Sovereign_-class Reaper. 
With a series of synchronized flashes, yellow streaks bolted from the 
broadside of the _Kiliman jaro_. At this knife-fight range of only a 
few dozen kilometers, the rounds impacted almost instantly, peppering 
the front of the looming Reaper. Seventy-eight bouts of kinetic fire 



erupted amongst the Reaper's hull, but the monstrosity's kinetic 
barriers held. 

"Second salvo, fire!" ordered Hackett . 

Once again, the broadside guns of the _Kiliman jaro_ fired at the 
Reaper capital ship, the rounds hammering at the ship's kinetic 
barriers causing them to fluctuate under the strain. Hackett was 
about to order a third salvo when the Reaper was consequently smashed 
to pieces by a pair of massive projectiles. 

Though Hackett already knew where they had come from, decades of 
training, experience and instinct guided his eyes to his display, 
which showed the origin points of the rounds to be a pair of the UNSC 
cruiser-weight "Frigates". 

_Frigatesa€ 1 . right . Hackett thought dryly. _ 

"Sir! Reaper capital in sector Gamma-04 has just changed course, it's 
bearing right for us!" yelled Captain Jilian. 

Hackett ' s display changed to show the Reaper ship and its new 
collision course with the _Kiliman jaro_. 

"Evasive maneuvers, fire emergency thrusters!" shouted Hackett. 

The Alliance Admiral gritted his teeth as his body was forced against 
the crash webbing of his chair, the emergency thrusters straining to 
move the Dreadnought out of the way of the quickly approaching 
Reaper . 

They succeeded, barely, the Reaper passing not half a kilometer past 
them as it continued to its intended target. 

It never got there however, as the Reaper was forced off-course by a 
MAC round from a Strident Frigate, then holed right through its 
Element Zero core by a pencil-thin beam of pure white energy. The 
enemy vessel exploded in a magnificent burst of fire and jagged 
metal . 

Hackett would have shaken his head in amazement if he wasn't in a 
life or death situation. The sheer ease with which UNSC ship weaponry 
carved through Reapers was astonishing, and at the current moment he 
would give his life if every ship in the Alliance fleet could be 
outfitted with one of those deadly energy-laser projectors. 

Right now though, he could only focus on the cacophony of sounds and 
yelling throughout the bridge, the massive amount of data streaming 
through his console, and the very palpable air of adrenaline-laced 
fear which Hackett could taste in the back of his mouth. 

"Admiral, we're being hailed by the _Infinity_. " relayed Captain 
Jilian . 

"Patch it through to my earpiece and take control Captain." said 
Hackett . 

"Aye sir." replied Jilian, pressing a button on her console. 


As Hackett pressed his finger to his right ear, he heard Jilian 



ordering gunnery to combine fire on a Reaper Destroyer with a 
wolf-pack of Alliance frigates. 


"_Admiral Hackett? Can you hear me?"_ 

"Yes, I can hear you." replied Hackett. 

"_Admiral, we can't a€" Dammit Roland I know Sabre 3-2 is under heavy 
pressure, divert Sabre 2-5 and 2-4 to assist and send Tiger-4 from 
Dare's group to reinforce the hole they're going to leave! Admiral 
Hackett! We can't hold this position! 

As much as it pained Hackett to admit it, Lasky was right. If they 
stayed here for much longer, they would all die. 

After the main Reaper force had arrived through the Charon relay, 
they had acted immediately. Analyzing the data sent from their 
initial scout force, the Reapers had determined that the first-strike 
capability given by range and destructiveness of the weapons of the 
two unknown super-dreadnoughts they encountered had to be 
neutralized. 

They had done this by splitting their forces into thirds and 
performing in-system FTL jumps that put two-thirds of their fleet 
just behind the Alliance's defensive line, and one-third just in 
front. While one-third of the Reaper fleet went to go wreck havoc on 
the Earth's surface, the other two-thirds engaged the 
Alliance/UNSC/Separat 1st fleet on two opposite fronts. 

The Alliance fleet had taken heavy casualties initially, the 
suddenness and power of the Reaper's assault destroying almost a 
quarter of their vessels. However, after a period of pure unorganized 
chaos, Hackett had managed to corral the rest of the Second and Fifth 
fleets into a rough defensive sphere, centered around the UNSC 
_Infinity _and the Sangheili _Shadow of Intent_ with the UNSC 
Strident sforward and supporting them. 

The two super-dreadnoughts were forces to be reckoned with, and the 
Reapers knew it. A majority of theSovereign-class Reapers were 
ignoring Alliance ships altogether, instead leaving them to the 
smaller Destroyers and focusing all of their attention on the 
_Infinity _and the _Shadow of Intent_. 

The two ships weren't going to just sit there and take it however. 

The _Infinity _was using every piece of its massive arsenal to their 
fullest potential as she responded in kind. Every few seconds a heavy 
MAC round would shear away gargantuan chunks of enemy hull, or an 
energy projector lance would carve neat lines through critical 
systems with surgical precision. Archer, Howler, and Rapier missile 
salvos fired by the dozens left smoky contrails through the blackness 
of space before slamming into their targets, exploding into violent 
clouds of orange-red. Secondary Onager mass accelerators and laser 
batteries pounded away at kinetic barriers and armor, while 
rapid-fire point defense rail-cannons blasted Reaper fighters into 
scrap with the kind of accuracy that only an AI could guarantee. The 
_Shadow of Intent_ was in particular a whirling maelstrom of 
destruction, spinning and twisting on every which axis, energy lances 
holing through enemy ships, plasma torpedoes boiling away armor, and 
pulse lasers swatting out fighters or pockmarking hull. 



But it wasn't enough. Reapers were getting through the defense, and 
crimson-red beams were splashing against the shields of the 
_Infinity_ and _Intent_ almost constantly, testing their strength and 
wearing them down through sheer attrition. 

By Hackett ' s count it had only been twenty minutes since the Reapers 
arrived, but the amount of fire that was being concentrated on the 
_Infinity _and the _Shadow of Intent _was enormous, and the rate at 
which his own ships were blinking off of the display was far too 
quick for his liking. 

They had to leave. There was no way they could hold Earth against a 
force this size, hell, not even the entire Alliance fleet could even 
_hope_ to defeat the Reaper armada. Even with the help of the UNSC 
and Sangheili super-dreadnoughts, which the Vi's had calculated had a 
combined kill/critically disable count of over sixty, they were only 
two ships. That meant finding assistance outside Alliance space, to 
either the Citadel or the independent governments of the Turians, 
Asari, or Salarians. 

But dammit, Hackett was a soldier, not a politician! He had 
absolutely none of the shrewd political instincts or experience 
needed to navigate the waters of interstellar diplomacy. Even the 
UNSC/Sangheili Separatist meeting aboard the _Normandy_ had been more 
of a "Don't shoot us and we won't shoot you," affair until they 
figured out what to do next. 

Councilor Udina could probably do it someway, but Hackett didn't 
trust that man as far as a Turian could swim. What he needed was 
somebody respected throughout the galaxy, someone experienced in 
forming alliances and friendships, a leader who had a natural talent 
of getting others to follow them. But he also needed someone who 
could cut through the political bullshit right to the matter at hand, 
someone who was experienced in the arts of war and knew exactly what 
needed to be done. 

There was only one man who could do what Hackett needed, what 
Humanity needed, but right now he was stuck the middle of a 
Reaper-induced nightmare in London. 

"We can't leave Admiral, not yet. Not until I know that Commander 
Shepard is safe." said Hackett. 

"_Commander Shepard? Erom the _Normandy_? Why the hell is he so 
important ? 

"Admiral, the Reapers will not stop until they've destroyed the 
entire galaxy. If we're going to have any chance of stopping them, 
whether it be here at Earth or somewhere else, it's going to take 
more than the Alliance to do so. Commander Shepard's the only one who 
will be able to unite the galaxy against the Reapers, it's absolutely 
imperative that we get him off-world!" 

"_Goddammit, we didn't ask to be involved in a galactic war! We're 
getting the hell out of here Admiral, one man isn't worth the lives 
of over twenty-two thousand of my crew."_ 

"Well you're involved now! We a€" " 


"Admiral!" Captain Jilian yelled, waving at him. 


"The Reapers are 



withdrawing ! " 


"What?!" Hackett stammered, eyes bolting to his display. Sure enough, 
the Reapers that were able to jump had jumped to FTL just besides 
Earth's moon, and were proceeding to use it to break line of sight. 
Those whose FTL drives were damaged tried to disengage using 
conventional propulsion, and Hackett watched with satisfaction as 
they were hunted down by energy beams, mass accelerators , plasma 
torpedoes, javelin torpedoes, and MAC rounds. 

"_They know we're weak. They're massing for a final push" _said 
Lasky . 

"What's the status of _the Infinity_, Admiral?" Hackett asked. If 
_Infinity_ and her escorts could hold the line as the fleet withdrew, 
while the _Shadow of Intent_ covered their rear, it would severely 
diminish his losses which were already horrendous as it was. 

"_Our shields are below 40% and regenerating, but they won't be back 
up to full strength for some time. The Shadow of Intent is in the 
same boat as we are. To complicate matters my frigate screen is 
reporting just over 50% expenditure of their ordinance. If the 
Reapers come with reinforcements we won't be able to hold them off."_ 
Lasky relayed. 

"Sir, long range sensors are detecting dozens more Reapers arriving 
from the Relay." said Jilian. 

So that confirmed it then, Hackett thought. They were being given a 
brief respite, but not for long. They wouldn't survive the second 
attack, if they were going to extract Shepard they had to act 
now . 

"Jilian, try to get a planet-wide communicat ion out, tell our ground 
forces that orbital evacuation lanes are open for now." he 
ordered . 

As Jilian scurried away to the comms station, Hackett brought up his 
omni-tool and dialed in Commander Shepard's channel, only to be met 
by a screen of crackling static. 

He looked to Jilian, who said, "We're not getting anything either 
sir, the groundside Reapers must be interfering with our 
comms . " 

"Dammit..." sighed Hackett. "Looks like we have to do this the hard 
way. Get our Marine company ready to deploy, tell Captain a€" 


"_No . 

Hackett stopped midsentence, surprised by the interruption from 
Lasky . 

"_A company of Marines won't find him, not in the time window we 
have." _There was a pause, and Hackett could hear a deep sigh from 
the other end of the comm. _"If Shepard is truly as important as you 
say he is... We need a team who can operate quick, quiet, and with 
lethal efficiency. And given the situation on the ground, a team who 
can handle anything that's thrown at them."_ 



send Blue Team. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>London, Earth<strong> 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"Shepard! Shepard wake up! Come on Commander, we have to 
move ! " 

Commander John Shepard groggily opened his eyes and gave a painful 
groan. His head was throbbing, and his left thigh was tingling 
violently. As his vision cleared, he instinctively flexed his fingers 
and his toes. _Good, no nerve damage, and nothing feels broken_. As 
the blur finally left his eyes he saw the figure of Admiral Anderson 
standing above him, head looking over his shoulder away from him. One 
hand was holding an M-3 Predator pistol, while the other was clutched 
to a burnt-looking portion of his dress uniform near his 
ribs . 

Shepard's stirring caught Anderson's eye, and he turned his head to 
him. "Shepard! Are you alright?" he asked, the concern showing 
through the dust on his face. 

"I a€" Yeah, I'm alright. Still alive. Help me up." he said. Anderson 
offered him a hand, and he helped pull Shepard up into a sitting 
position, legs straight out. 

The Commander winced in pain, then looked down his body. It was then 
when Shepard was able to see why his leg was tingling; a sizable 
laceration on his left thigh was pouring out blood at a steady 
rate . 

Anderson sucked in through his teeth. "That looks bad... Hold on, let 
me try to find some medi-gel." 

As the Admiral left to search for medical supplies, Shepard looked 
about what remained of the Admiralty Board Room. The place was in 
ruins, shattered glass lay sprinkled on the floor, intermixed with 
metal shrapnel and splinters of varying size that had come from the 
once proud oaken Admiral's Table. He could see three bodies, two 
laying face-down amidst the debris littering the floor, with another 
half-buried under a large piece of fallen concrete. They all were 
wearing the formerly ornate Admiral's dress uniform, now covered with 
blood and dust. How Shepard and Anderson had survived at all was a 
wonder to him, as he had seen the ruby-red Reaper's beam scathe its 
way up the building and through the room firsthand before being 
hurled across the room by the resulting pressure wave. 

Anderson reentered his field of vision, setting down three items on 
the floor. One was a vial of medi-gel, the other an M-8 Avenger 
rifle, and the last a thin, hand-sized square object. 

"I got them off a dead guard, hold still." said Anderson. He 
activated his omni-tool and loaded the vial of medi-gel into a 
special receiver. He ran the tool over Shepard's thigh, dispersing 
the healing substance onto his wound. 



Shepard could feel the soothing coolness of the gel take effect 
instantly, and he breathed a heavy sigh of relief as the gel 
hardened, temporarily sealing his wound. He took Anderson's 
outstretched hand, this time standing all the way to his feet. He 
shifted his weight testing his leg, and found that other than minor 
stiffness and a constant, dull soreness, it was operable. 

Anderson bent over and picked up the Avenger and the square device, 
holding them out to Shepard. The Commander took the rifle but pushed 
the square device back to Anderson. 

"You take it," he said, "You don't have any kinetic barriers in your 
Dress Blues . " 

"Yeah, but neither do you." Anderson remarked. 

"True, but I havethis." said Shepard, holding out his left hand. With 
a familiar warm tingling sensation a glowing blue-purple ball formed 
in Shepard's palm before dissipating, the biotic barrier forming over 
his body and giving his skin the slightest of tints. 

Anderson nodded, hooking the kinetic barrier emitter to his belt. A 
transparent cylinder of crackling blue flashed over the darker man's 
body as the shield enveloped him. 

"Come on, we've got to get to the _Normandy_." said Anderson. "The 
comms are out, we'll have to make our way to the docks by 
foot . " 

"Lead the way." said Shepard, checking his Avenger to make sure it 
had a full thermal clip, which it did. 

He followed Anderson to the blown out window on the far side of the 

room, glass crunching under their shoes. They reached the edge, and 

Anderson pointed to a maintenance walkway about a story below them. 
Fortunately the wall was slanted, so the two slid down the side of 

the wall and hit the walkway with a pair of heavy thuds. 

Shepard looked out across the Thames River which ran through the 
heart of London, and the true severity of the situation suddenly 
dawned on him. Reapers dotted the city, their evil black hulls 
towering over everything else, slowly crushing their surroundings 
with their 'legs' as they menacingly walked to and fro. Crimson-red 
beams crisscrossed the cityscape, reaping destruction wherever they 
landed, whether it be the side of a building, a squad of Alliance 
military vehicles, or a group of fleeing civilians. Many of the 
buildings that had graced the London skyline simply weren't there 
anymore, all that remained being large, cloudy piles of rubble. 

Bright yellow anti-aircraft fire streamed up into the sky at the 
Reapers to no effect, doing nothing except bouncing off their kinetic 
barriers. Right at that instant another Reaper capital ship crashed 
into the river Thames, sending huge gouts of water splashing about 
its five legs. The Reaper let out a bass vibration of noise that 
seemed to rattle Shepard's bones before striking at some unseen 
target with its red beam. 

"Shepard! This way!" he heard, and upon turning his head to the left 
he saw Anderson starting to descend down a ladder. He hurried over 
and followed him down to a lower rooftop, and the pair vaulted over a 
line of ducts on their way to the next rooftop. 



Something caught Shepard's eyes, and he looked down and to his right 
just in time to see the first of a group of human-like figures 
crawling their way up the side of the next building's wall. 

"Husks! Take them out!" called Anderson, a pair of shots from his 
pistol sending the lead Husk tumbling back down the wall. 

Rather than waste the limited amount of ammunition in his rifle, 
Shepard summoned a ball of biotic energy in his left hand before 
hurling it right in the center of the climbing Husks. The ball 
expanded into a singularity and the gravitational change of the mass 
effect field caused all of the surrounding Husks to be propelled into 
the air. As they waved their limbs around helplessly Anderson took 
another down with a headshot, while Shepard readied another biotic 
bolt in his hand. 

He flung it right into the center of the pulsing singularity, and the 
two dark matter fields intermixed violently, producing a resounding 
bass explosion of blue energy which hurled the remaining Husks in all 
different directions. 

Anderson lowered his pistol. "Nicely done Commander." 

Shepard just nodded, and the two continued across the rooftops. After 
crossing a narrow walkway they found a small open plaza a short drop 
beneath them, with a red-lit door flanked by large windows on the far 
side . 

Shepard made for the door, but a feral growl stopped him in his 
tracks. From over the lip of the railing that surrounded the plaza 
another Husk clawed over the side. _Crack_. The creature collapsed 
dead just as it made it over the side of the railing, falling to the 
ground with a thud, a thick, black substance oozing from the gunshot 
wound in its head. 

Turning back to the source of the shot, he saw Anderson with his 
pistol raised, smoke drifting out of the barrel. Suddenly there was a 
second scream, followed by another, then another, then 
another . 

"More of them." Anderson growled. "Shepard, that was my last round, 
I'm out of ammo." 

"Here." Shepard said, tossing the Admiral his Avenger before 
reforming besides his friend. 

A pair of Husks hurled themselves over the lip, one caught a biotic 
cannonball to the chest that sent it rocketing back over the side 
while the other was peppered by a burst from Anderson's rifle. 

"To our right!" called Shepard as he spotted another trio jumping 
down into the plaza from the same walkway that they had just dropped 
off of. Anderson took care of one with a double tap to the head, 
while another other disintegrated into blue ash as a warp field from 
Shepard took it apart molecule by molecule. 

As the last Husk charged blindly towards him, Shepard placed a foot 
back and braced himself. As the human-turned Reaper got closer 
Shepard thumbed on his omni-blade, and with a roar let out a savage 



swipe. The Husk collapsed to the ground as its severed head bounced 
off the ground and rolled away. 

The area was quiet, relatively of course, and neither man heard any 
more screams. 

"Door's locked." revealed Anderson, stepping back and aiming his 
rifle at one of the windows. He fired a single shot, but the slug did 
nothing more then embed itself a few millimeters in the glass. "Damn. 
Bullet-proof. " 

"Bullet-proof, but not biotic-proof..." Shepard said, readying a warp 
field in his hand. 

Anderson's eyes widened as he saw a Reaper Destroyer orient itself in 
their direction. Armor plating retracted to reveal a growing storm of 
red pointed right at them, but Anderson was already 
moving . 

"Shepard! Get down!" he roared, tackling the Commander to the ground 
as the Reaper fired. The beam traced up the side of the building and 
as it reached the floor they were on the windows and door exploded 
outwards in violent blast of pressure. Shepard could feel tiny pieces 
of shrapnel bouncing off of his barrier as he lay on the ground, 
wondering how he had managed to survive a _second_ Reaper 
shot . 

Shepard groaned as he picked himself and heard Anderson let out a 
series of hacking coughs. 

"Anderson! Are you okay?" he yelled through the rapidly forming dust 
cloud . 

"I'm alright, just a couple of cuts and bruises..." came the reply. 
Anderson reappeared at Shepard's side, grabbing his arm and guiding 
him into the building through one of the windows that the Reaper had 
just blown out. 

"Definitely not Reaper-proof." Shepard mumbled as he looked around. 
There was a half-open door on the far side of the small room they had 
entered, and Anderson made right for it. 

"Help me with this Shepard." he said. 

The Commander made his way over to the door, and managed to shimmy 
his body into the space between the door, his back braced against one 
edge, his arms the other. He grunted as he forced the two sides 
apart, and Anderson ducked through. 

"Stay here, I saw some thermal clips in the other room, see what you 
can salvage. I'll go on ahead really quick and try to plot our next 
move, then come back." Anderson said. 

Shepard nodded and slowly let the door slide back into the position 
of malfunction that he had found it in before sliding back into the 
previous room. Looking around the floor, he indeed saw a few thermal 
clips littered around and quickly started picking them up. 


It was then he heard a sound, the unmistakable sound of a thin piece 
of metal snapping back to its original shape after being pressured. 



Upon further investigation, it seemed like the sound had come from a 
previously unseen ventilation duct near the base of the floor, 
protective grate sheared off. Shepard knelt down and looked inside of 
it, mouth opening wide as he did so. 

There was a girl in the vent, short blonde hair falling disheveled 
around her dirt covered face, knee-length blue dress torn in several 
places. A small, ragged looking teddy bear was clutched tightly in 
her right hand. She couldn't have been more than seven or eight, and 
she looked scared out of her mind. 

Shepard instinctively reached a hand out to her, saying in the most 
sincere and caring voice he could muster, "It's okay." 

The girl just backed further into the vent, grasping her bear closer 
to her chest, eyes wide and full of sheer terror. 

Shepard's heart broke a little at the expression on the girl's face. 
It was the kind he had seen on dozens of battlefields throughout his 
life, the look of someone so paralyzed by fear that they physically 
shut down as a sort of defense mechanism. 

He pointed to his burned and cut Dress Blues, hoping the Alliance 
insignia and his own nameplate could spur the girl to action. "My 
name's Shepard. I'm with the Alliance, I can help you." 

What happened next left Shepard speechless. The girl's expression 
hardened, and her eyes narrowed almost accusingly at him. "No, you 
can't. No one can help us now." 

"Shepard ! " 

The Commander blinked a couple of times, his brain registering the 
call after a seconds delay. His head turned towards where the voice 
had originated, and he saw Anderson looking at him from the other 
side of the crack in the door. 

Shepard looked back the duct, only to find in astonishment that the 
girl was nowhere to be found. It had not even been a couple of 
seconds, and Shepard would have seen any flashed of movement or heard 
any sounds of activity. It was like she had simply vanished into thin 
air . 

He stood up and rubbed his eyes, letting out an inaudible sigh. 
Picking up the thermal clips that he had lying at his feet, the 
Commander jogged back over to Anderson and shimmied through the door. 
Shepard motioned for Anderson's pistol, and gave him three thermal 
clips for his Avenger while only keeping one for himself. 

"I found a way off the rooftops, from there it's almost a straight 
shot to the docks." he said. 

Shepard simply nodded. "Let's hurry." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>London, Earth<strong> 

With a trio of jarring thuds, three SOEIV drop pod crashed into the 
middle of a London street. As the pods frontal hatches exploded 



outwards, three armor-clad figures hopped out and snapped their ACS ' s 
to their shoulders. 

Honed by intense training, top-of-the-line augmentations, and decades 
of combat experience across hundreds of battlefields, John's eyes 
took in his surroundings in less than a second. 

He was almost square in the middle of a two-lane street, solid lines 
of two and three story buildings lining either side. The left 
buildings were almost completely destroyed, lower stories barely able 
to support the smoking piles of brick, concrete, and metal that had 
once been entire floors above them. The opposite side was more 
intact, the only visible damage being shattered glass on the floor 
from blown-out windows and the occasional piece of shrapnel embedded 
into a wall. About eighty meters down the street a group of burning 
personal vehicles clogging an intersection, and the Chief could see a 
collapsed building blocking the road just past that. 

Bodies dotted the road, and through the audio receptors in his helmet 
he could hear distant animalistic roars accompanied by screams of 
terror, the unmistakable _crack _of gunfire, and thrumming base notes 
that seemed to shake the very ground. 

Spotting no movement, the Chief lowered his rifle, satisfied that the 
street immediately in front of him was clear of hostiles. 

"Flanks secure." 

"Six o' clock clear." 

The Chief didn't have to look to know that Fred and Kelly had cleared 
their sections of the landing zone. Both because his motion sensor 
told him where they were, and he wouldn't have been able to see them 
anyways, as the Spartans had activated their MJOLNIR's integrated 
active camouflage system before they had even hit the ground. 

The inclusion of active camouflage systems into MJOLNIR Mk . VII and 
Mk . VIII variants had been one of the most requested additions by the 
Spartans that utilized them, and had finally been made possible by 
reverse-engineering captured Promethean cloaking systems and careful 
integration by Huragok. Where previously the user had to attach a 
separate cloaking module to their armor that only worked for short 
intervals, the integrated active camouflage systems in Mk . VII and 
VIII armor drew power directly from the suit's internal reactor, and 
thus could operate for a maximum of three hours at a time. This, 
combined with toggleable photo-reactive armor panels that mimicked 
with astonishing realism the user's surroundings, meant that the 
Spartan's could disappear from sight at a whim. The only downside was 
that the reactor couldn't handle powering their ACS rifles and the 
active camouflage at the same time for very long, which meant that 
only a few shots could be fired from cloak before it 
disabled . 

Sadly, active camouflage was currently limited to the more advanced 
MJOLNIR version, and had not yet been adapted to the Spartan-IV's 
GEN2 armor systems due to cost limitations. However, the 
photo-reactive panels had become standard throughout the Spartan 
Corps, and had even made it down to certain ODST units. 


With a blink of the eyes, the Chief assigned a waypoint just inside a 



destroyed storefront near the edge of the intersection, and the three 
Spartan's quickly made their way to it. 

"Linda, see anything?" he asked. 

"Negative, no foot mobiles. I'm seeing dozens of hostile starships 
throughout the city, but none seem to be maneuvering towards us. 
Cortana might have picked a good landing zone, but our drop was bound 
to have attracted attention. We shouldn't stay here much longer." she 
replied . 

Linda had dropped separately from the rest of Blue Team, angling her 
pod to deposit her on the rooftops overlooking the landing zone. 
Completely invisibly as well, she was providing over watch with her 
ACS-H, a heavy version of the Adaptive Combat System with a longer 
barrel and a larger ammunition manufacturing plant. Linda's ACS-H was 
able to fire rounds of similar caliber to UNSC's standard sniper 
rifle, the SRS 99-S5, but at a reduced rate of fire. Her rifle, the 
only one currently in existence and made specifically for her, also 
had a secondary fire mode of a DMR caliber two-round burst for 
closer-range encounters. However, in order to reduce the strain on 
the ammunition plant in producing the larger rounds, it was locked to 
those two specific settings. 

As John, Kelly, and Fred made it into the store. Chief kneeled down 
by an overturned desk. 

"Cortana? Have anything?" asked John, frowning slightly. 

They had been dropped with only a single objective: find Commander 
Shepard and extract him to safety. The part that John didn't like was 
that they had been given perilously little Intel on exactly how to do 
so. They had a very limited time window, and no idea where Shepard 
was, where he was going, or if he was even still alive. 

That's why the Chief was glad that Cortana was with them. If there 
was anyone who would be able to make sense of this whole situation, 
it was her. 

"Maybe," spoke the AI, "I've been able to use the access codes given 
to me by Admiral Hackett to access the Alliance defense network, but 
the Reaper attack has trashed it pretty bad. I've been able to piece 
together a couple of things that might help us though." 

"What have you got?" asked the Chief. 

"Well, I've found some reports stating that Commander Shepard and 
Admiral Anderson were in audience with the Alliance Admiralty Board 
at Alliance HQ when the Reapers first landed, so at least we have a 
starting point. But there's a report almost immediately after that 
saying how Alliance HQ was among one of the first buildings 
hit . " 

"So we don't even know if Shepard's alive?" asked Kelly over the open 
channel . 

"No. But if he is, I have a pretty good feeling where he will be 
going . " 


Cortana brought up an aerial map of the city in John's HUD, then 



highlighted in blue a large section of buildings bordering the river 
that bisected the city. Large red circles dotted the map, no doubt 
representing the "Reapers" that were currently laying waste to the 
metropolis . 

"This is the Alliance spaceport, where the _Normandy_ would have 
docked while Shepard and Anderson went to the Admiralty Board. 

Shepard is going to want to get the _Normandy_ off world, so it only 
makes sense that's where he would head. Now based on the current 
position of the Reaper ships, Shepard would most likely follow a path 
similar to this one." 

A glowing yellow path appeared on the map of the city in John's HUD, 
starting at Alliance HQ and crisscrossing in between a few Reapers 
before ending at the spaceport. 

The Chief surveyed the map closer. He noticed how the red circles 
representing the Reapers where moving, changing their positions. 

"Is this real-time?" he asked. 

"Yes. These images are coming directly from the sensor suites of 
Tiger-3 and Tiger-8." Cortana replied. 

The Chief nodded. Lasky had said that two Strident-class Heavy 
Frigates would be providing sensor Intel and fire support for their 
mission. Tiger-3 and Tiger-8 were positioned in geosynchronous orbit 
over London, hopefully outside of the Reaper's atmospheric weapons 
range. Pelicans from said frigates would also provide extraction when 
required . 

"Alright, we've got a path, that's more than we started with. Let's 
move Blue Team. Kelly, you're on point, Fred take the rear. Linda, 
stay on the rooftops and a€" " 

"Chief wait!" Cortana interrupted. "I'm picking up... 
something ..." 

Chief's radio popped loudly, then a garbled, yet familiar female 
synthetic voice came through the comm. 

"_Cor**na? Is that *ou?"_ 

"EDI?" replied Cortana, sounding a bit surpsised. 

"_Yes. What a** you doi*g here?"_ 

"I'm with a UNSC special forces team sent by Admiral Hackett and 
Admiral Lasky to find Commander Shepard if he's alive and get him off 
world. From what I've been able to infer, he's going to try and make 
his way to the _Normandy_. Is he there?" asked Cortana. With a small 
amount of satisfaction, Cortana modified her Alliance communicat ions 
algorithms in order to further refine the connection, clearing it 
up . 

"_Negative, Shepard is not here. A platoon of Alliance marines and 
the crew is defending the Normandy from Reaper ground assaults while 
I disengage the docking locks and power up main systems. Cortana, why 
would your UNSC send a team to extract an Alliance commander? 
Especially considering the hostilities in orbit?"_ 



"The main reason is that the Alliance communicat ion network is in 
shambles, which would make an Alliance retrieval op almost impossible 
to coordinate. Our comms however, do not appear to be affected by the 
Reaper jamming signal. That's why we were sent. As for the battle in 
orbit, the Reaper's have retreated behind the moon, but more Reapers 
are arriving through this systems Mass Relay. They're gathering 
strength for their next assault, one which we will not be able to 
survive. EDI, we don't have much time. Do you have anything that 
could help us find Shepard? We have almost nothing to go on except an 
estimated path." 

"_Maybe . The Commander's earpiece radio has an integrated secondary 
tracking system. I have been trying to access it, but Reaper jamming 
signals have made it extremely difficult. 

"That's exactly what we need. EDI, is there any way we could access 
it?" asked Cortana. 

"_Yes. All you would need is the sending and receiving codes, which I 
could provide, and a stable signal connection that the tracking 
program transmits to."_ 

"We have two UNSC frigates providing support for our mission that we 
could use to piggyback a signal back to us." 

"_That is acceptable. Sending you the codes now."_ 

"Got them. Searching with Tiger-3s sensor suite... Got him! Moving 
towards the spaceport, just like I predicted." 

"Good work you two." said Chief. "Tiger-3, this is Blue-Actual. 
Mission update: We have Shepard's location, he's alive and moving 
towards the spaceport." 

A different, male voice sounded over the comm. _"Acknowledged . 
Blue-Actual. Be advised, extraction will not be sent until you are in 
close physical proximity to the VIP. It's too hot down there to have 
our Pelicans loitering or making multiple pickups. 

"Understood. Blue-1 out." said John, closing the link. 

"We'll find him EDI. Try to get the _Normandy_ operational as soon as 
possible, we might need to utilize her stealth systems if things get 
to hairy down here." advised Cortana. 

"_How do you know about the Normandy's stealth capabili a€" 

"I'm very good at finding things out. Keep monitoring this line. I'll 
update you when we get to the Commander." said the UNSC AT, closing 
that link as well. 

The Chief looked at the waypoint that Cortana had placed on the map 
on his HUD. Shepard was just over two kilometers away, and moving at 
a steady pace. "Time is a factor here Blue Team, let's move. Quick 
and quiet, keep your active camouflage on. Don't reveal yourselves or 
engage enemy hostiles unless you're fired upon or I give the 
word . " 


Almost instantly the three Spartans moved out of the store and down 



the streets towards the waypoint, no more than shimmers in the air. 
Linda followed them up above, leaping from rooftop to rooftop or 
propelling herself across gaps with short bursts from her jetpack, 
eagle-eyes watching for danger. 

As the ground-level trio of Blue Team fell into a staggered line a 
few meters apart, moving at a quick jog down the nearly deserted 
London thoroughfares. There was the occasional body lying about, or a 
burning vehicle, or a demolished building, but little else. John 
guessed that this portion of the city wasn't hit as hard as the 
others, and that the civilians had evacuated to somewhere else. Dust 
and ash fell at a light rate, and the ground periodically shook as 
not-so-distant Reapers moved about. 

The Spartans were about to turn a corner when John simultaneously saw 
a ping on the edge of his motion sensor, and a Linda's status light 
flashed red. John, Kelly, and Fred all halted their movement, quickly 
finding cover. 

"Linda, what do you see?" asked Chief. 

"Around the corner, about a hundred and fifty meters up the street. 
Five figures, definitely not human." she said. 

"Show me . " 

In a corner of John's HUD, a video screen opened and data-linked to 
the frontal facing cameras in Linda's helmet, showing him exactly 
what she was seeing. 

It was a gruesome scene. The first thing he saw was a 

grotesque-looking, standing figure. It was roughly the same size as a 
human, but that was where the similarities ended. It had four eyes 
and a gaping mouth, all glowing bright blue-white, and dull brown-red 
skin marked with the occasional blue-white circles just like the ones 
on the its face. The thing's back was marked with bulbous growths 
that were so large, they extended above the head and made the lower 
body look thin by comparison. What most caught John's attention 
though was the large piece of equipment that had replaced the things 
right arm. It reminded him of a Hunter's arm cannon, yet on a much 
smaller scale. It was undoubtably some sort of offensive weapon. Two 
of those same figures were crouched over the bloody remains of what 
once a human body, and it looked to John like they were _feeding_. It 
seemed the creatures didn't discriminate though, as another of the 
figures was crouched over the body of one of its own as well. 

Aside from the four bulbous creatures, there was one other shambling 
around mindlessly. It was human-like in size and figure, except it 
had sickly-looking pale skin laced with black varicose veins. It had 
the same glowing eyes and mouth that the bulbous creatures had as 
well, but no arm cannon. 

"Those are Reaper ground troops." said Cortana, breaking John out of 
his observations. "From what I've been able to gather from the 
Alliance networks, these creatures are the result of drastic physical 
transformation by Reapers. That human-like figure used to be, well, 
human, and are designated Husks. The others I've seen designated as 
Cannibals, and once were an alien race in this galaxy called 
Batarians. And yes, that is an arm cannon." 



Transformed by the Reapers into mindless abominations. It reminded 
John a lot of a€" 

"The Flood." Cortana said quietly into his ear. 

He simply nodded. "Blue Team, around the corner and into firing 
positions. All figures considered hostile. I will assign targets, and 
engage on my mark." 

The Reaper troops where in their path anyways, and this would be the 
perfect time to test out the capabilities of their new Adaptive 
Combat System rifles in a semi-controlled environment. The three 
Spartans on the ground stealthily moved around the corner and into 
ideal firing positions. John could see the Promethean vision outline 
in his HUD of Linda jumping to a new rooftop for a better vantage 
point . 

With a flurry of blinks, John assigned targets. Linda would engage 
standing Cannibal, and then the roaming Husk. John would fire at one 
of the human-feasting Cannibals, while Fred would fire at the one 
right next to it. Kelly was assigned the remaining Cannibal, the one 
off to the side eating one of its own. 

John flashed his green status light, a gesture that was quickly 
returned by the rest of the team. 

"Mark . " 

Within milliseconds of one another, the four Spartans let loose. With 
a resounding _crack_, the hardlight round from her ACS-Heavy tore 
right through the head of the standing Cannibal with devastating 
effect, shearing off most of the thing's upper body in an explosion 
of tissue and viscous-looking black liquid. The Chief deftly flicked 
his rifle down as it fired its three-round burst, putting two in his 
targets head and one just below its throat, the hardlight tearing our 
large chunks of flesh. Fred dispatched his in a similar manner, with 
one shot to his Cannibal's head and one to its chest. A flurry of 
five rounds from Kelly pockmarked her target with holes, with two in 
the skull ensuring its demise. With a final _crack_ from Linda, the 
head of the lone Husk gruesomely exploded, sending the creature's 
body thudding to the street. 

It was over as quickly as it had began, the five Reaper troops now 
lying dead in their own pools of synthetic blood. The Spartans hadn't 
even had to break their cloak, as they had not fired enough shots to 
warrant the suit diverting power to their rifles. 

"Clear." called Kelly. 

"These new rifles pack a hell of a punch." remarked Fred. They had 
all known that from testing of course, but it was another thing 
entirely to see their effectiveness on a live battlefield. 

"Move up." ordered John. 

"In .64 kilometers there will be a left turn, and from there it's 
almost a straight shot to the docks." said Cortana. 


"What's Shepard's location?" asked the Chief. 



"Still a bit out form the _Normandy_. If he continues on his current 
path we should be able to intercept him though." 

The Spartans quickly ran the distance towards their next turn. As 
they rounded the corner John's eyes were drawn to a scene a couple of 
hundred meters down the street. 

It looked like a fierce firefight, yellow and red tracers streaking 
back and forth across the street. The Chief magnified the zoom on his 
visor to get a closer look, and saw that from one end of the street 
Reaper Cannibals and Husks were pouring out from the rubble of a 
couple destroyed buildings. They would try to make their way across 
the street, the Cannibals occasionally spraying red projectiles from 
their arm cannons. However, they were getting cut down before they 
got to their seeming destination, a battered, concrete two story 
building on the opposite side of the road. 

"I'd guess Alliance forces or civilian resistance." said 
Cortana . 

"Either way, they're in our direct path of progress. Spartans, move 
up and engage at will!" John ordered. 

Almost immediately the deafening _whine-crack_ of Linda's rifle rang 
out, separating most of the top half of a Cannibal from the rest of 
its body. John himself noted with satisfaction as he sent a 
three-round burst downrange into another Cannibal's skull. 

Fred and Kelly decloaked and quickly closed the distance, firing 
rapid bursts from their ACS ' s in a hope to shift attention of the 
Reapers from the sieged building and onto them. 

"Keep advancing on their flank, get the pressure off. I'm going 
inside to assess the situation." said the Chief, sprinting under 
cloak to the beleaguered resistance. As he got closer to a hole in 
the wall that used to be a door, his helmet's audio receptors picked 
up frantic shouting. 

" . . . et up to the roof and get those thermal clips to Bessley! Parks? 
Parks, that's an order!" 

"Lieutenant! Parks is dead!" 

"Dammit. Jiles, you just volunteered yourself! Go, we need her sniper 
f ire ! " 

John chose that moment to decloak and enter in through the door, 
surveying the situation. He counted seven human soldiers in dark blue 
armor spaced throughout the moderately sized ground floor. Four were 
positioned at windows or holes in the wall, popping up and down 
sending bursts from their rifles at the approaching Reapers. There 
was another man writhing around on the floor, helmetless faced 
flushed with pain as blood poured from a wound on his midsection. 
Another helmetless female with a medical cross on her shoulder 
pauldron was attending to him, calmly trying her best to stem the 
wound using medical supplies from a nearby rucksack while offering 
quite words of reassurance. In the center of the room facing the door 
John had just entered in was another man crouched down over a piece 
of electronics wearing a beret. 



Noticing the movement of the Spartan, the beret man's head snapped 
up, and his eyes went as wide as dinner plates. In an only natural 
reaction to seeing an almost eight-foot armored behemoth come 
bursting through a door he had once thought secure, he bolted upright 
and drew his sidearm, pointing it right at John's chest. 

"Stand down soldier!" boomed the Chiefs voice through the external 
audio speakers in his helmet. The Chief's shout was so startling that 
all the other Alliance soldiers stopped what they were doing and 
gawked in awe at the Spartan. 

The explosion of a grenade snapped them out of it. The man with the 
beret looked back to the other soldiers, pistol still pointed 
squarely at the Chief. 

"Keep firing!" he yelled in a distinct English accent . As the chatter 
of rifle fire resumed he looked back to John, eyes narrowed. "Who the 
hell are you?" 

"Master Chief Petty Officer Sierra-117, UNSC Special Forces." replied 
John, keeping his rifle slug against his chest and pointed to the 
floor. "I'm human and I'm here to help." 

"Sir, the Reapers are being driven back, something on the left flank 
is tearing them to pieces! They're retreating" yelled a soldier at a 
window . 

"That would be the rest of my team." said John. 

After a seconds pause, the man lowered his pistol. "I've never seen 
anything like you, nor have I head of this 'UNSC', but if you're 
human and fighting the bloody Reapers that's good enough for me right 
now. Lieutenant Reeves, Alliance Marines." 

John hadn't thought of it before, but he just now realized that the 
UNSC's presence above this world was probably not widespread 
information. It made sense that the Lieutenant would have never heard 
of them. That being said, if the Alliance military was anything like 
the UNSC, a Lieutenant typically commanded a platoon, about fifty 
men. He only saw seven in front of him. 

"Lieutenant? Where's the rest of your platoon?" he asked. 

"Dead. One of the big Reaper ships cut a swath right through our 
center as we were trying to evac civilians, killed every one of us 
except the ones you see here and the three on the second story, one 
of which is dead." said Reeves, scowling. "We tried to make it to our 
company rally point, but a Reaper dropped out the the sky and forced 
us to divert. Along the road we were ambushed by Reaper ground forces 
and had to hole up here." 

John nodded. "Fred, Kelly, get in here. Linda, what's your 
view? " 


"The ground hostiles have retreated back into the line of buildings 
across the street. I can't see inside them, and thermal readings are 
being distorted somehow. It's possible they're gone for good, or are 
just regrouping for another push." responded the Spartan 
sniper . 



"Keep an eye out. Cortana, what's the status on Commander Shepard?" 
asked the Chief. 

"He's stopped, just as we have." 

"And what about in orbit?" 

"The Reapers haven't re-engaged the fleet yet. Evacuation transports 
are streaming in but Lasky and Hackett are getting fidgety. They 
don't want to stay any longer than they have to." 

"Noted." said John. At that moment, Fred and Kelly entered the room 
as well, their photoreactive panels flickering to mimic their new 
surroundings. The two deactivated them, revealing the solid green 
painting of their MJOLNIR. 

"Fred, to the second story." ordered John. He got a green light in 
response as the Spartan bounded up the stairs more lightly than his 
half-ton armor should have allowed. 

"Christ..." muttered Reeves, staring at the intimidating figures of 
the the three UNSC super-soldiers. 

A heavy sigh came from the corner of the room, and when John looked 
he saw the female medic sitting back on her heels, wiping the blood 
off her gloves with a rag. She bent over and slowly reached out to 
close the eyes of the now still man under her, short blonde ponytail 
falling around her neck as she did so. 

"I'm sorry sir, I did all I could..." she said quietly. 

Reeves walked over to the medic, placing a gentle hand on her 
shoulder. "It's alright Janice. You're doing great." 

The Alliance Lieutenant turned back to John. "I'm sorry Master Chief, 
it's not like I don't appreciate the assist, but what are you doing 
here? " 

"Our objective is to find Commander Shepard and get him evac ' ed to 
safety . " 

"Commander Shepard? Last I heard he was at HQ, but I saw that 
building get demolished with my own eyes. He's still alive?" 

The Chief nodded. 

"Well, at least we've got that going for us..." said Reeves, sighing 
in relief. "How do you plan to find him?" 

"We've locked onto the tracker in his radio. We have a real-time 
position but we need to get into physical proximity in order to get 
extraction." said Chief. 

"Hmmm." began Reeves, putting a hand to his chin. "I'd love to help 
you, but we've got our own problems. We're only eight, don't have 
heavy weapons and are running low on ammo. I've been trying to call 
for evac myself but the bloody radio isn't working for shit." 


John thought for a moment, eyes flickering to the map of the city 
that showed Shepard's position. Still not moving. 



"Follow a minute or two behind us. We can't afford to have you 
slowing us down, but we can make sure the path we take to get to 
Shepard is clear of Reapers. If you can make it in time, we'll call 
for an extra evac transport." offered John. 

Reeves quickly nodded yes. "I have a feeling that'll be the best 
chance we get . " 

"John, I'm detecting movement just inside the buildings across the 
street. Lots of movement." Linda reported almost serenely. John 
recognized that tone, it was when Linda entered her zen-like state 
just before something major was about to erupt. He could almost see 
her in his mind's eye as she lined up her sights in preparation for 
what was to come. 

"Lieutenant, the Reapers are massing for another attack." said the 
Chief to Reeves. 

Reeves grimaced. "Alright everybody, back to your firing 
positions ! " 

Just as the Chief took a position next to Lieutenant Reeves, across 
the streets the floodgates burst open. A _torrent_ of Husks, dozens 
of them, clamored out from behind the rubble, baying and roaring as 
they trampled over one another. As they began to rush across the 
street, hordes of Cannibals behind them lit up the air with red 
tracers, their fire so indiscriminate they cut down a few Husks who 
were unlucky enough to get in the way. 

"Open fire!" yelled Reeves. 

The Alliance Marines and the Spartan's of Blue Team let loose with 
everything they had, the yellow tracers of Avengers, Predators, and a 
Mantis intermixing with the electric-blues of the Spartan's own 
ACS ' s . The front row of the Reaper charge crumpled under the 
withering fire, but was almost instantly replaced by another wave of 
even greater numbers. For ever Husk or Cannibal they killed, two or 
three seemed to replace it. Within just a few seconds, John knew that 
something needed to be done or their position would get 
overwhelmed . 

"Chief! Shepard's on the move again!" cried Cortana. 

That did it. Something had to be done _now_. 

"We don't have time for this. Cortana! Get me Tiger-3! Ordered Chief 
as he fired a burst that sawed a Husk in half. 

Chief's comm crackled as the connection was established. 

_"Blue-Actual , this is Tiger-3. 

"Tiger-3! We need immediate fire support at these coordinates a€" 
Cortana, upload them! Target is a mass of ground troops!" 

"_Roger, precision cannon strike on the way . 

"Everyone get down!" yelled John, "We've got an orbital strike 
incoming ! " 



"Jesus Christ, an _orbital strike !?_" shouted Reeves in disbelief. 
"Hit the deck!" 

As the Alliance Marines thudded down to the floor, John and Kelly 
simply crouched down. Each Spartan extended their energy shields 
outwards to cover both Reeves and his troops, as well as overlapping 
shields and kinetic barriers to increase overall strength. Amazingly, 
rather than the two completely unknown systems clashing against each 
other, they merged almost seamlessly. 

Within seconds, a volley of Onager rounds from Tiger-3 ' s secondary 
deck guns slammed into the street and the buildings infested with 
Reapers. The impact of a salvo meant to destroy heavy fighters and 
smash starship grade armor was so powerful that the Reaper troops, 
and most of the street, were simply obliterated. The buildings on the 
opposite side of the street collapsed to their foundations, and great 
gouges were torn into the pavement of the road. The pressure wave was 
strong enough to lift the prone Marines a few inches off the ground 
as it violently expelled the air from their lungs, and almost caused 
the building they were in to collapse. Then the sonic booms hit, 
nearly deafening them as well. 

After a few seconds the shaking ceased, revealing an eerie silence 
fell over the area. John raised his head to look outside and was met 
by a billowing cloud of reddish-brown dust obscuring the road. He 
quickly flicked to thermals, then alternated to Promethean vision, 
noting with satisfaction as nothing came up. 

"Fucking hell... a bloody _orbital strike_ fifty meters away..." 
coughed Reeves. "Marines, is everybody still alive?" 

He was answered by a number of variations of 'I'm okay' through 
curses and coughs. 

"Second floor! What about you?" 

"Bessely here, we're pretty shaken, but alright!" 

"Chief, we have to get going." urged Cortana. John set a waypoint out 
in the street, and noticed Lieutenant Reeves looking at him 

"Thanks for your help Master Chief. I don't think we would have made 
it out without you." The Lieutenant turned to one of his Marines and 
motioned at him to get to his feet. Looking back to John, he offered 
his hand, which John took. "Good luck." 

John simply nodded in response. "Let's move Blue Team." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Anderson ! " yelled Shepard, locking a Cannibal down with a stasis 
field before using a warp to detonate it, exploding the Reaper into 
bloody shreds along with two around it. "Tell me you have something 
with that distress beacon! "<p> 

"I'm trying Commander! Wait a€" there! Got it! _Normandy_, this is 
Admiral Anderson! Come in _Normandy_! Dammit, the radio isn't 
working, but I've managed to activate the built in distress 
beacon . 



"What are the chances that the _Normandy_ will be able to pick it 
up?" asked Shepard, ducking behind cover as a flurry of shots flew 
over his head. 

Anderson slid into cover besides him, putting a fresh thermal clip 
into his Avenger, their last. 

"I don't know, but it's the only chance we've got." he said. 

"Let's hope the beacon does its job then." muttered Shepard. 

They two had made their way to this downed gunship after the 
shockwave from a destroyed Alliance dreadnought collapsed the walkway 
they were on, forcing them into the harbor. After coming across the 
gunships crew, they had learned that there might have been a 
serviceable radio among the wreckage. They had found it, but had only 
been able to activate its distress beacon component. 

"More of them!" shouted Anderson, pointing to a trio of Reaper drop 
pods crashing down in front of their position, sending fire and smoke 
everywhere . 

Shepard lobbed a singularity into the middle of the stuff, and noted 
with satisfaction as a Cannibal rose above the obscuring smoke. 
_Crack-crack_. A duo of shots from Anderson's Avenger dispatched the 
creature. The smoke cleared, showing four more Cannibals swirling 
helplessly in the dark matter field. Almost effortlessly, Shepard 
threw a biotic cannonball right into its center and the resulting 
explosion ripped through the Reaper troops. 

Anderson just shook his head in amazement. "I always knew biotics 
were powerful but godda a€" " 

He was cut off midsentence by a bolt from a Cannibal impacting his 
kinetic barriers, forcing the Admiral back into cover. As soon as he 
did so another hail of tracers flew over where his head had just 
been . 

Shepard peaked out from his own piece of rubble to see how many more 
there were, just in time to see a storm of sapphire blue lances knife 
through the newly-arrived Reaper forces. The Commander's eyes 
squinted as he caught glimpse of a shimmer in the air, then promptly 
widened them as a hulking armored human figure materialized right 
where he was looking. 

Some part of his mind sparked, and then he came to the startling 
realization that he had _seen_ this person before. This was one of 
the two guards the UNSC had brought along for the meeting aboard the 
_Normandy!_ But what the hell was the UNSC doing here? 

Just as he finished that train of thought, the green-armored man's 
head snapped right to him, then he started quickly jogging to his 
position. He was followed by three more armored figures that Shepard 
hadn't notice decloak, all clad in dark green armor as well, yet a 
slightly different make than the first ones. 

Shepard shot a quick look to Anderson, and he could tell from the 
Admiral's facial expression that he recognized the new arrivals as 
well . 



The leading soldier approached him, asking in a deep, rough voice 
projected through helmet speakers, "Commander Shepard?" 

Shepard just nodded yes in response. 

"I'm Master Chief Petty Officer Sierra-117, UNSC Special Forces, and 
this is my team." he said, gesturing to the other three Spartans. 

Fred and Kelly had already taken positions behind cover, while Linda 
had hopped on top of the gunship wreckage and recloaked. 

"Commander, sir, the Reapers in orbit have retreated to build up 
their strength, giving us a brief window to conduct operations. But 
they will attack soon and this time, the fleet won't be able to stop 
them. We've been sent by Admiral Hackett and Admiral Lasky to find 
and extract you back to Alliance forces in space before the Reapers 
attack again." Chief continued. 

"We've been trying to signal the_ Normandy_ to come and do the same 
thing Master Chief." commented Shepard, pointing to the warbling 
distress beacon a few meters away. 

"We know, we have been in contact with your ships AI . She knows of 
our mission progress, and knows you are being extracted by us. As 
soon as we saw you we radioed for our drop ships, which will then 
take us to one of our frigates in low orbit. From there, we evac the 
system and rendezvous with the rest of our forces at whatever the 
chosen rally point is." 

"Sounds like a plan Chief." said Shepard. 

"_Blue-Actual , this is Gamma 1-1 and Gamma 1-2. We've locked on to 
your coordinates, ETA one mi a€" holy hell Blue-Actual you've got 
incoming! Reaper Capital ship!" _came a male voice from the Chief's 
helmet speakers. 

Shepard looked up to the sky and saw just what the pilots were 
talking about. A _Sovereign_-class Reaper had just burst through the 
cloud cover and came crashing down into the Thames River not half a 
kilometer away from them. Huge gouts of water splashed as the legs of 
the Reaper bent to absorb the force of the impact, and Shepard could 
actually feel the spray on his face. It had landed sideways to them, 
so it wasn't an _immediate _threat, but still much too close for 
comfort . 

"_Blue-Actual , Gamma 1-1. That Reaper just turned our extraction area 
into a no-fly zone. We have to hold off until it's taken care 
of . 

"Roger Gamma 1-1." said Chief. "Tiger-3, we need a fire mission 
against the Reaper that just arrived in the river 
ASAP . " 

"_Af f irmat ive Blue-Actual, weapons systems are locked on. Archer 
missile salvos and MAC rounds on the way . 

Fred's head rotated to face the Chief. "MAC rounds? _In 
atmosphere ! ?_" 

"Get behind us, we'll protect you from the shockwave." said the Chief 
to Shepard and Anderson. "You might also want to cover your ears." he 



added quickly after. 


The entourage at the downed gunship all hunkered down, but all 
couldn't help but notice how the Reaper slowly began to turn to face 
them . 

"Tiger-3, what's the status of that fire support?" asked Chief, 
flexing the fingers grasping his rifle. 

"_Receiving heavy jamming from the target. We're correct ing . 

The front of the Reaper was now directly facing them, and Shepard 
could have sworn the monstrosities 

'eyes' were looking right at them. _BWWOOOOOOOMMMM . _The Reaper's 
unsettling bass roar was so loud it shook the entire 
platform . 

"Sooner rather than later Tiger-3!" urged the Chief. 

Near the base of the Reapers, a glowing circle of storming, 
electrical red began to appear, a sight that Shepard knew all too 
well. The charging of its main weapon. 

"Tiger-3! We need that fire support NOW!" barked the Chief. 

As if commanded by the Spartan himself, at that instant dozens of 
missiles curved from out of the sky and slammed into the Reaper. The 
Archer missiles detonated upon contact with the Reaper's kinetic 
barrier, forcing the ship off-balance from the force of dozens of 
explosions. Red lines of lightning sparked across the Reaper's 
surface as its barriers tried to compensate, and the ground shook as 
it planted a leg back to keep from toppling. 

The ship was granted no quarter however. So fast that Shepard's eyes 
interpreted it only as a flash yellow lightning, two 600 ton MAC 
rounds delivered a fatal one-two punch to the Reaper ship. The first 
round to hit merely ricocheted off into the London cityscape, 
absolutely obliterating any buildings in its path. Though it did no 
physical damage to the Reaper, it did do one thing: overwhelmed its 
kinetic barriers. Now defenseless, the second round speared right 
through the center of the capital ship with deadly effect, punching 
all the way through the opposite side and embedding itself in the 
riverbed of the Thames. A torrential explosion emanated from the 
impact point as water and dirt flew in all directions. The Reaper 
shielded the humans from the blast wave with its immense form but it 
seemed not to notice as it stumbled, wobbled and twitched. With its 
most critical systems gutted by the MAC round, the Reaper warbled its 
death throes as it toppled into the Thames. 

As the Reaper settled in its watery grave, Anderson muttered what 
they all were thinking. "That was... a little too close." 

"_Blue Actual, Gamma 1-1. Your evac lane is clear, and we have a 
visual on your position. 

Shepard began to search the sky, and amidst the anti-aircraft fire. 
Alliance Kodiaks, Gunships, and the Reaper ships themselves, he 
spotted a pair of vessels approaching them. From the front they had a 
bulky appearance, with two short wings extending out near the top of 



the craft . 


"_Gamma 1-2, watch the area while I go for the pick-up." _said the 
pilot of Gamma 1-1. 

"_Gamma 1-1, Tiger-3. Be advised, sensors are picking up a quartet of 
Reaper fighter-analogues bearing down on your position from your 
North-Northwest at two hundred and fifty meters . 

"_Copy Tiger-3. Blue Actual, hold on while we take care of these 
guys. Gamma 1-2, get your Anvil's ready. 

With that, the two Pelicans lifted back up and maneuvered to face the 
direction the bogeys would come from. From behind a burning 
skyscraper four Reaper fighter craft appeared and banked as one 
towards the two UNSC Pelicans. As soon as they cleared the building 
the Pelican pilots waited for lock, then fired four Anvil missiles 
each, two for each craft. Three of the fighters ran headlong into the 
missiles, being reduced to nothing but shrapnel as the Anvil's 
detonated. Only one of the Reaper fighters attempted evasive 
maneuvers, darting behind its three companions to avoid its two 
missiles, emerging from the debris cloud relatively 
unscathed . 

Instead of returning fire however, the remaining Oculus accelerated 
right towards Gamma 1-2. 

"_Gamma 1-2! Watch the kamakazi!" _shouted Gamma 1-1. 

In the cockpit of Gamma 1-2, the pilot calmly switched over to the 
gun and let loose a burst from the nose-mounted chaingun. He felt the 
rumble underneath his feet as the gun spooled up and unleashed a 
torrent of lead at the charging Oculus. He smirked as he saw the 
rounds impact right on the face of the fighter, but that smirk 
quickly shifted to a grimace as the craft stayed on course. The pilot 
banked right at the last minute, causing the Oculus to crash right 
into his Pelican's left wing, shearing it off. 

Those near the downed gunship could only watch as Gamma 1-2 spiraled 
out of control. 

"_Mayday, Mayday! Gamma 1-2 is going down ! "_ 

With a rumble accompanied by a flash of smoke and fire, Gamme 1-2 
crashed about two hundred meters down the riverbank into the remains 
of a destroyed shipping warehouse. 

"_Gamma 1-2? Gamma 1-2! Reran, talk to me!" _shouted Gamma 
1 - 1 . 


There was a long few seconds of silence, followed by a couple of 
hacking coughs. _"Ughh... I'm alright Sam. Nothings broken, I think. 
My visor got smashed, cut up my face pretty good, but that's about 
it. I don't think my bird's flying again though. 

As if to complicate matters further, a familiar voice came over 
Chiefs comm. 

"_Chief? Master Chief? This is Lieutenant Reeves, are you 
there? 



"We're here Reeves, what's your status?" responded John. 

"_We did what you said and followed your path, but we were forced to 
the harbor by another goddamn Reaper ambush. No casualties though. 
We're by a destroyed shipping warehouse, and I just saw some type of 
gunship crash right into the middle of it . 

"We know where you are. That gunship was going to be your 
extraction." said John. 

"_Well... Shit. What do we do?" _asked Reeves a little 
nervously . 

"Hold on Lieutenant." With practiced experience, John analyzed the 
situation. The gunship variant of the UNSC Pelican traded passenger 
seating for a heavier armament. Instead of eighteen. Pelican gunships 
could only seat ten people, possibly eleven or twelve if crammed in. 
If both Gamma I-I and Gamma 1-2 were still operational, there 
wouldn't have been a problem. Gamma 1-1 would have enough room for 
the four members of Blue Team, Shepard, and Anderson, while Gamma 1-2 
could extract the eight marines of Reeve's group. 

Now that wasn't an option. There was no way that they could fit 
everyone in one Pelican. The first thought John had was to complete 
the mission and extract the group at the downed Alliance gunship on 
Gamma 1-1, then hightail it back to orbit. But that would strand not 
only Reeve's group, but also the pilot of Gamma 1-2 back on the 
Reaper-infested ground. 

The Chief wasn't one to leave people behind. 

"EDI, are you there?" he spoke into his comm. 

"_Yes, Master Chie f." _replied the _Normandy_ AI . 

"How fast can the _Normandy_ get to our location?" 

"_Main systems have just powered up. The Normandy can be there within 
two minutes. 

"Good. Get her as soon as you can, the plan has changed. We need the 
_Normandy_ to extract us." 

"_We will get there as soon as we can."_ 

Chief closed that link before reopening the one with Gamma 1-2. 

"Gamma 1-2, you have new orders. I'm sending two of my Spartans to 
secure Gamma 1-2 and make contact with a stranded group of Alliance 
Marines in the area. You are to get to their position and extract 
them back to Tiger-3." 

"_But what about you?" _asked Gamma 1-1. 

"The Commander's ship will be here to evac us shortly. Get moving 
Gamma 1-1 . " 

"_Roger, going now."_ 

John gestured to Fred and Linda, who were both already looking at 



him. "Go, secure Gamma 1-2 and make sure Reeve's team gets out on 
Gamma 1-1 . " 

"We'll get it done." said Fred, nodding at him. The two Spartans 
cloaked and bounded away from the gunship and towards the shipping 
warehouse . 

"Tiger-3, Blue-Actual. Mission progress update: I've sent two of my 
team to retrieve Gamma 1-2, along with some Alliance Marines who 
followed us. They will extract back to you aboard Gamma 1-1. We will 
be evacing on the Commander's ship, and will meet you at the rally 
point." said John into the comm. 

"_Blue-Actual , Tiger-3. Roger that . 

Out of the corner of his eye, John saw another familiar sight. The 
sleek, bird-like profile of the _Normandy_ coming in fast and low. 
With a subtle shifting of thrusters, the stealth warship spun around 
so that its opening hangar bay was facing towards the four at the 
downed gunship. 

"Now isn't that a sight for sore eyes." Anderson said, letting out a 
sigh . 

As the _Normandy_ came closer, the Chief could make out three figures 
standing on the downward slanted hangar door. One was a blue-armored 
woman with long black hair, aiming outwards down the sight of a 
rifle. The second was another blue-armored figure, this time a man, 
hefting what looked to be a shotgun. The third was a large 
Hispanic-looking man, his lower half armored but his chest and upper 
body protected only by a T-shirt, also wielding a rifle. 

As soon as the ramp was close enough, the four quickly sprinted to 
get inside the ship. Shepard was first up the ramp, followed by John, 
and then Kelly. The three humans who were already on the ramp looked 
wide-eyed at the Spartans, bewildered. They then looked to Shepard, 
who dismissed their stares with a wave that said "later." 

Looking around, Shepard noticed that Anderson wasn't with them. He 
looked back down the ramp, and saw that the Admiral was still 
standing outside. 

"Anderson, come on!" urged Shepard, motioning him to join them with 
his hand. 

Very slowly, as if he had just made a large decision, he shook his 
head no. "I'm... not coming with you Commander." 

"What?" asked Shepard, confused. 

Anderson pointed out to the ruined cityscape, more animated now. 
"You've seen what's been happening. How the Reapers have our forces 
in complete disarray. Someone needs to stay here, gather up the 
survivors and organize a resistance." 

"If you're staying, I'm staying too." stated Shepard firmly, taking a 
step back down the bay ramp. 


"No!" barked Anderson, pointing a finger at Shepard that made the 
Commander stop in his tracks. "There's no way we're going to win this 



by ourselves. The entire galaxy is going to have to come together if 
we're going to defeat the Reapers. Go to the Citadel, get the Council 
behind us. You're the only person they'll listen too, and the only 
person Hackett and I trust." 

Shepard was about to open his mouth in protest, but Anderson silenced 
him with a wave. 

"Dammit Commander, you know I'm right! Now get the hell out of here!" 
A Kodiak shuttle hovered overhead and Anderson saw it watched it 
land. With one last look back at Shepard, the Admiral sprinted back 
past the downed gunship and towards the shuttle. 

"EDI, get us back to the fleet." said Shepard quietly. 

With a shudder, the _Normandy_ began to lift off. As the hangar bay 
door began to close, a flash of red caught Shepard's eyes. He 
squinted, and to his amazement saw the red-dressed little girl that 
had been in the vent, running towards a pair of Alliance Kodiak 
shuttles. A Marine ushered her through one of the shuttle's open 
doors before banging his fist near the cockpit . As the door began to 
slide close Shepard could see the girl turn her head to look directly 
at the rising _Normandy_. Her eyes locked with Shepard's in that 
moment, then she suddenly turned to look at something to her 
left . 

The Commander's eyes bolted to the right as a Reaper Destroyer walked 
into view from behind a collapsing sports stadium. The two Kodiaks 
quickly sealed their doors shut and lifted off, trying to accelerate 
away from the Reaper, but its main gun was already charging. In a 
release of violent ruby red, the Reaper's beam weapon shot out and 
struck one of the Kodiaks before sweeping through the air and 
impacting the second one. Both exploded into fiery clouds of 
debris . 

Shepard could only watch as the bay door slowly closed, giving him 
one last view of the ruined city of London. A destructive beams from 
a dozen Reapers crisscrossed the landscape, and more were landing 
every few minutes. Alliance forces were in full retreat or complete 
disarray, with thousands of people civilians and military trying to 
flee the city. 

The door finally closed, and darkness fell over the _Normandy's_ 
hangar bay. The final sentence said by the little girl echoed in the 
deepest parts of Shepard's mind. 

_No one can help us now._ 
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**SSV **_**Normandy, **_**Earth** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"So that's it then? We're just leaving? What the fuck!" 

The sound of the shouted words echoed off of the walls of the deathly 
silent _Normandy _hangar bay. Shepard ignored it, sliding the chest 
piece of his N7 armor into place, completing the set. 

"Hey! Commander! The fight is back there, at Earth! We're just going 
to leave those people to die?" 

"There's nothing we can do Vega." said Shepard quietly. 

The half-armored Hispanic marine was furious, dark skin colored 
darker by anger, fists clenched and teeth bared. He was walking 
slowly towards Shepard, who had his back turned to him, bent over the 
weapons bench. 

"So, since when does the _great_ Commander Shepard run from a€" 


Shepard turned around lightning quick and took a few long, angry 
steps until he was right in Vega's face. He jabbed a finger in the 
center of Vega's chest, hand glowing with a biotic blue aura. "There. 
Is nothing. We. Can do." he seethed, voice dangerously low. Shepard 
held that position for a couple of seconds before taking a step back 
letting out a frustrated sigh, running his gloved hands over his 
buzzed brown hair. 

"You heard Admiral Anderson, and you know he was right." said the 
Commander, looking right into Vega's dark brown eyes. The big 
Marine's expression had regained some of its composure, but Shepard 
could still see traces of his own frustration etched in the lines of 
his face. "Do you think for one second that I don't want to be on the 
ground still fighting alongside him? Alongside one of my closest 
friends? But think a€" and I know you're smart enough to know this 
Vega a€" what good could we do there, realistically? One ship, and a 
few soldiers?" 

Vega's head turned to the side a little and his hands 
unclenched . 

Shepard continued. "There is no way we can defeat the Reapers. Not by 
ourselves, not with what we have now. We need the support of the 
other races. We need their fleets, their soldiers, their supplies. 
Divided the Reapers will destroy us one by one, but together we stand 
a chance . We are _going_ to come back to Earth. You can consider that 
a personal guarantee. But not until we have the Council species 



backing us. Do you understand?" 


"... Yes Commander." said Vega quietly. 

Shepard took a step forwards and placed one of his hands on Vega's 
shoulders. "Look. I know you're frustrated. I know you're angry. I am 
too. Earth is my home as well. But right now, we can't have emotions 
controlling our team's mentality. I need everyone ready to go, with 
no hesitation. If you're going to be angry, take it out on the 
Reapers. They're the ones that deserve it." 

Vega nodded and Shepard stepped back, looking at Ashley and Kaiden. 
"That goes for you two as well." said Shepard. 

"Yes Commander." replied Kaiden. 

John and Kelly watched the whole scene silently from the edge of the 
hangar. The Chief could understand the Hispanic Marine's, Vega's, 
mindset. He had seen it dozens of times in UNSC soldiers forced to 
abandon a besieged colony during the Human-Covenant War. The anger, 
the frustration, the desire for revenge. He had felt it 
too . 

"_Blue-Actual , this is Tiger-3. 

The crackling of his helmet comm interrupted that train of thought. 
"Go ahead Tiger-3." 

"_Blue-Actual , Pelican Gamma 1-1 has safely arrived with Gamma 1-2, 
the Alliance Marines, and the rest of Blue Team._ 

"Roger that Tiger-3. We're aboard the _Normandy _with Commander 
Shepard and will be returning to the fleet shortly. Blue-Actual 
out . " 

As soon as that comm link closed, another one opened, this one 
projecting from the _Normandy_'s hangar intercomm. 

"_Commander Shepard, I've got Admiral Hackett on a comm for you, he 
says it's urgent." _came a lightly scratchy male voice. 

Shepard's head tilted towards the ceiling, a slight smile forming on 
his lips. "Joker, is that you?" 

"_Hell yeah it's me, someone had to save your ass from the 
Reapers . 

"Glad to know you made it out Joker. Patch Hackett through to my 
omni-tool." said Shepard. 

"_Likewise Commander. Doing it now."_ 

With that, the link fizzled off and Shepard thumbed on his omni-tool, 
activating the video-comm screen. Out of the static the grizzled face 
of Admiral Hackett materialized on the rectangle. 

"Commander, it's good to know you and Anderson are alright." he said, 
causing Shepard to wince. Hackett ' s face turned quizzically worried. 
"What ' s wrong? " 



"Anderson... Anderson stayed behind. At Earth." 

Hackett was silent a moment before rubbing his chin. "Hmmm. . . I see. 
Did he give a reason? Though I think I already know why." 

"He said he had to stay in order to rally what Alliance forces were 
left and organize a resistance. He told me to go to the Citadel and 
get the Council to send us reinforcements." said Shepard. 

"Dammit, I had a feeling he would do something like that..." muttered 
Hackett. "As for what else he said, he might be right. We haven't 
been able to establish contact with Arcturus Station or any of the 
Alliance ships defending it, so we can only assume the worst. All of 
our politicians, diplomats, and ambassadors were on that station, and 
that doesn't leave Humanity in a very strong position." 

Shepard nodded slowly. 

"I know you're a soldier before anything Shepard, but since I don't 
trust Udina worth a damn and I have to try to regroup the fleets, we 
might need you to conduct negotiations on the Alliance's 
behalf. " 

"The _Normandy_ can get underway to the Citadel immediately 
Admiral . " 

"No, not yet." said Hackett, shaking his head. "I called for another 
reason. The science team, as well as some of the artifacts, at the 
Mars Prothean Archives needs extraction and you're the fastest and 
quietest ship we have available to do so. I need you to get there 
ASAP . " 

Shepard furrowed his brows. "But sir, what about the UNSC team that 
was sent to extract me? We still have two of their members 
onboard . " 

"Yes, I know. Admiral Lasky and I have discussed this, and they'll be 
accompanying you to Mars. You simply don't have the time to 
rendezvous with the fleet and drop them off, as I'm ordering the 
retreat to the rally point in just a few minutes. Oh, and Commander, 
Lasky told me that Lieutenant Reeve's and the Marines you helped 
extract on Earth are safely aboard one of their Erigates." 

Shepard nodded, glad that Reeves and his team had made it. "We'll 
depart for Mars immediately sir." 

"See to it Commander. I've sent you the coordinates of the rally 
point, when you've completed your mission link up with us there. 
Hackett out." With that, the link closed and Shepard's omni-tool 
faded out of existence. 

"Did you hear that EDI?" asked Shepard. 

"_Yes Commander. I have already plotted a course to Mars, and am 
awaiting your word."_ replied the _Normandy_ AI . 

"Let's get there as quick as we can." 

"_Af f irmat ive . Entering ETL"_ 



The hangar deck shuddered under Shepard's feet and he could hear the 
gentle _hum_ of the _Normandy_'s drive core increase in intensity. 
Then, after just a couple of seconds and another shudder, they 
reverted back to normal. 

"_We have arrived Commander. I am attempting to open communicat ions 
with the research base now."_ said EDI. 

Shepard pointed to Ashley, Kaiden, and James. "Gear up. Fresh thermal 
clips, grenades, secondary weapons, and hardsuit helmets." 

As the three Alliance soldiers jogged to the armory near the hangar's 
elevator doors, Shepard walked up to the two towering Spartans, 
standing completely motionless with rifles cradled in their arms. He 
was about to speak when the one on the left turned his head and 
looked down at him. 

"We've already been informed of the situation through our own 
channels Commander." came a gruff male voice from helmet speakers. 

"We will assist with the research base's evacuation." 

"Thank you. It certainly wouldn't hurt having more hands on deck. But 
if you're going to be working with us, what should we refer to you 
as?" 


The two Spartan's heads shifted by millimeters in eachother's 
directions, a gesture so subtle that only they were able to see 
it . 

"You can call me Master Chief." said the Spartan. John tilted his 
head much more obviously towards Kelly. "As for her, Blue-2 will 
work . " 

"Alright then. EDI, how's that link coming?" Asked 
Shepard . 

"_Commander, I have not been able to establish any kind of connection 
with the surface base. Even my orbital imaging equipment is not 
returning accurate results. I think that there is something on the 
ground that is interfering with comm and sensor technology." _replied 
the AI . 

"What does that mean Shepard?" asked Kaiden, fastening the seals on 
his helmet to the rest of his armor suit. 

"I'm not sure, but I don't like the sound of it." said Shepard lowly. 
Ashley walked up to him and handed him his N7 helmet, which he 
promptly slid over his head and attached to the rest of his hardsuit. 
Shepard looked to the lone Kodiak Shuttle sitting on the floor of the 
hangar bay. "If the Reapers got there first, I don't want to risk the 
_Normandy_, especially with the jamming. Anyone know how to fly this 
thing? " 

Met with silence, Shepard looked over his shoulder to the three 
Alliance soldiers. "No one?" 

Vega stepped forwards. "I'm qualified Commander." 

"Define 'qualified?'" asked Shepard. 



"I uh, I got a B minus on my simulator exam. Plus I have over thirty 
flight hours, small time shuttle runs mostly, but nothing combat 
related." said Vega. 

Inwardly, Shepard sighed. "Good enough. Alright everyone, load 
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"Approaching the LZ Commander. Looks clear, setting us down." said 
Vega . 

With a whine of thrusters and a not-so-subt le thump, the Kodiak 
Shuttle set down on its landing struts. 

Shepard gave Vega a pat on the shoulder, then strode back into the 
troop bay, all business. Vega sidled past him and joined the other 
four soldiers already assembled there. 

"Alright everybody. We all know that our original objective was to 
extract the Mars Research Base personnel, but with the comms blackout 
that has changed. Our new objectives are as follows: Find and disable 
the source of the jamming, locate and extract any friendly personnel, 
and eliminate any hostiles we might encounter." 

"Commander, motion sensors and thermal scans aren't showing anything 
outside." relayed the Chief through his helmet speakers. 

Shepard nodded, then hit the door controls. As the entryway opened 
the group hopped onto the hard, martian rock and formed up in a 
natural semicircle pointing outwards. After a couple of silent 
seconds uninterrupted by gunfire or other hostilities, the six 
relaxed . 

"Clear." called Ashley. 

Swiveling his head back and forth, Shepard surveyed their 
surroundings. Vega had put them down to the right of a small solar 
farm, the meter high-panels reaching for the sun. Electrical lines 
ran in orderly lines to a center connector, and a large black cable 
connected that to a small, nearby trailer. A weathered pathway 
stretched in front of them for about eighty meters before ending 
abruptly at a cliff, a gap in the safety railing probably signaling 
the presence of a ladder. 

And then of course, there was the towering 'tower' of the Research 
Base knifing hundreds of meters into the sky, with enormous red block 
letters spelling MARS along its side. 

Meanwhile, the Master Chief flexed his grip on his ACS as he 
contemplated how surreal this experience was. Here he was on Mars, 
but not _his _Mars . _His _Mars was a sprawling industrial metropolis 
home to almost three billion people and the arguable center of UNSC 
military manufacturing in the entire galaxy. This Mars however, 
looked exactly the same as it had been when his humanity had first 
colonized it. Barren, red, lifeless. As he gazed up at the Base's 



tower, the back of his neck started to tingle. All of a sudden, he 
got a strong feeling that whatever they find in this base would be of 
great importance. He had long since learned to trust that 
feeling . 

"Let's move out." ordered Shepard. 

"Commander, I recommend that Blue-2 goes and scouts ahead. Her active 
camouflage will render her invisible and our squad comms are still 
operational, meaning she can relay back anything she sees." Suggested 
the Chief. 

"Good idea, do it." said Shepard. 

Without another word from the Chief, Kelly shimmered, then 
disappeared completely into the Martian air, bounding ahead of the 
main group. 

As the rest of them slowly jogged forwards, weapons pointed outwards, 
Shepard took a mental accounting of the impromptu squad's firepower. 
The heavily armored Vega was outfitted with an Avenger rifle and 
Katana Shotgun, and he could see a quartet of red-lined grenades on a 
belt around his hips. His two former squadmates Ashley and Kaiden 
were both suited up in the standard blue Alliance medium armor, 

Alenko wielding a Katana with a Predator pistol on his hip, while 
Williams cradled a Mantis in her arms, the stock of an Avenger poking 
over her shoulder. The glowing orange hexagonal plates hovering above 
Kaiden 's armor told Shepard that he had activated his tech armor, and 
he thought he could see the faint purple outline of a biotic barrier 
as well. Those, combined with his armor's kinetic barriers, gave the 
sentinel quite the formidable defense. As for Shepard, he himself was 
carrying only an Avenger and a Predator, as he would be relying on 
his biotics to do most of the offensive work. 

Then of course, there were the two UNSC soldiers. Based on looks 
alone, Shepard bet that their armor could withstand an enormous 
amount of punishment. In terms of weaponry, it seemed that the Master 
Chief was loaded for bear. The futuristic-looking silver rifle he had 
braced against his shoulder was accompanied by two firearms that had 
to be pistols on each hip, attached to the same combat belt that 
contained six rounded grenades and a couple of ammunition pouches. 
Then there was of course the large, blocky, rectangular object held 
in place diagonally on the Chief's back that Shepard had absolutely 
no idea about concerning it's function. From what he remembered of 
'Blue-2' before she disappeared, the other UNSC soldier was armed 
much more lightly, carrying only the same rifle that Chief had and a 
pair of pistol-like sidearms as well. 

"Commander, hold up." he heard from the Master Chief, and Shepard 
signaled the group to stop. "Blue-2 has bodies at the base of the 
ladder. Alliance soldiers, both with gunshot wounds in the back of 
their heads . " 

"Aw shit..." muttered Vega. 

Shepard grimaced. This all but confirmed a hostile presence on 
Mars . 

"Back of the head? They must have been taken by surprise. And I don't 
think that's how the Reapers would operate." thought Kaiden out 



loud . 


"No, you're right. I don't think we have Reapers here." affirmed 
Ashley. "This whole thing reeks of an inside job..." 

"To the ladder people, double time." ordered Shepard, and they all 
set out at a run. When they arrived, they each took turns sliding 
down it until they were at the base. This path was only about ten 
meters wide, one side bordered by a cliff to their left, the other 
ending with a cliff drop and bordered by more safety railing. A few 
hundred meters to their left was another, circular portion of the 
research base that was connected to the main building by a long 
railway. To their backs was another cliff wall about ten meters high, 
and in front of them the path continued sharply upwards, the hill 
blocking any line of sight. 

As the four Alliance soldiers gathered around the bodies of their 
fallen comrades, the Master Chief made his way up towards the crest 
of the hill on which the path continued on. 

"Poor bastards never stood a chance . " remarked Vega sadly, bending 
down to collect the two soldier's dogtags. 

Shepard noticed a flicker out of the corner of his eye coming from 
the slope of the hill, and when he turned his head to look he 
alarmingly found that the Master Chief was nowhere to be 
found . 

"Where did he a€" " 

Shepard nearly jumped as the supersoldier materialized a few feet 
away from him, rifle braced tightly against his shoulder and knees 
bent in a classic combat stance. 

"Commander, I've spotted unknown figures approximately twenty-five 
meters from the base of the other side of the hill. They have human 
profiles, but their armor doesn't appear to be of Alliance 
make . " 

"Human?" questioned Vega, while Ashley and Kaiden both shared a look. 
Just then, the _crack-crack_ of a pair of gunshots echoed through the 
air and everyone instinctively lowered their level. 

"Top of the hill, move!" said Shepard urgently. 

"Kelly, where are you?" asked Chief over Blue Team's comm. 

"_A hundred meters to your six, I was investigating what appeared to 
be a landing craft. I head the shots, coming now."_ 

They reached the top of the hill and found a couple of rock 
outcroppings that would serve as good cover, rushing towards them 
before peering out onto the field below. 

Active camouflage reactivated, the Master Chief peeked out from 
behind his piece of rock and evaluated the scene. 

The four bulky, charcoal gray armored figures he had first seen were 
still there, although this time the body of another Alliance soldier 
lay at their feet, blood pouring out of two bullet wounds in her 



chest and pooling onto the dusty red ground. From behind what looked 
like an unarmed armored personnel carriers came another trio of 
troopers, however the one in the lead of this group was a bit bigger 
than the others and had a large armored rucksack on his 
back . 

"Cerberus." hissed Ashley. 

"What the hell is Cerberus doing here?" asked Kaiden angrily. 

"I don't know... but we need to get inside the base ASAP." said 
Shepard. "They haven't seen us yet. Kaiden, put a singularity right 
in the middle of that group of four. I'll lock down that big guy to 
the right with stasis. Chief, you and Blue-2 take out the two 
troopers flanking him then shift fire once he's immobilized. The rest 
of you, focus fire on the troopers suspended in the singularity until 
either I or Kaiden detonate. On my mark." 

"Mark ! " 

Alenko opened up the group attack, a biotic ball hurled from his left 
hand curving in a high arc right into the center of the gathering of 
the four Cerberus troopers. One of them spotted the biotic attack 
soaring through the air and tried to warm his allies, but was too 
late. As the ball impacted the ground it expanded into a 
mini-singularity in a flash of dark matter, the negative 
gravitational field pulling the yelling troopers helplessly off of 
their feet. 

At the same time Kaiden 's singularity impacted, Shepard locked the 
large Cerberus trooper into a stasis field, the rapidly oscillating 
positive and negative mass effect fields freezing the trooper in 
place midstep. Almost immediately, two trios of _whine-cracks_ 
signaled a pair of three-round bursts from the UNSC Spartans, each 
flurry of rounds burying into the heads of the two Cerberus soldiers. 
Before their bodies had even hit the ground a second volley of rounds 
impacted the soldier in stasis. The kinetic force from the first 
three-round burst from Kelly disabled the troopers barriers, while 
the second burst from the Master Chief turned his head into a bloody 
pulp. Now that its occupant was dead, the stasis field collapsed, 
sending the Cerberus soldier crashing to the ground. 

The other four Cerberus troopers dangling in the singularity a few 
meters away weren't faring much better. One was already dead, a 
Mantis round from Ashley punching a deep hole in the man's chest, the 
blood pouring out swirling around in the mass effect field as well. 
Another trooper was getting peppered from Vega's Avenger, while 
Kaiden readied another mass of biotic energy. With a grunt, the 
Alliance sentinel hurled it right into the middle of the singularity 
and the two dark matter fields intermixed before violently exploding, 
obliterating the four troopers into bloody scraps. 

From start to finish the whole engagement lasted less than five 
seconds. A silence fell over the surroundings as the Alliance and 
UNSC personnel waited to see if reinforcements would show up, but 
none did. 

The Master Chief couldn't help but be impressed. Cortana had given 
him a crash course in biotics from the information she had found in 
the Codex, but seeing them in action was... something else entirely. 



Certainly incredible, and extremely useful. The ability to completely 
remove multiple targets from posing threats while at the same time 
increasing their vulnerability to offensive attacks was an enormous 
tactical advantage. 

"Move up, but keep your eyes open. There might be more of them." 
ordered Shepard, and the group quickly but cautiously moved forwards 
to the base. 

"Cerberus... Do you know anything about this Commander?" asked 
Ashley . 

Shepard almost stopped dead in his tracks at the accusation. "And 
what makes you think that I would know something?" 

"Oh, I don't know... maybe the fact that you used to _work for 
them_?" snapped Ashley. 

"Watch your tone _Lieutenant_. " Shepard growled. "No, I_ don't_ know 
why Cerberus is here. I haven't had any contact with them since the 
Collector Base. I turned over their ship, _my_ ship, as a sign of 
goodwill to the Alliance. I gave in-depth details of the Cerberus 
Command structure, as well as dozens of top secret Cerberus files, 
encryption keys, sympathizers, everything that I knew about them. 

Ash, you of all people should know where my loyalties lie." 

The group reached the front of the base, and other than a trio of the 
unarmed APC's, there was no Cerberus presence. 

Kaiden increased his pace to join with Ashley, who was still staring 
at Shepard. The Commander's eyes flicked between the two soldiers, 
and his mind made the connection quickly enough. 

"You too Alenko?" 

"Commander, Cerberus _rebuilt_ you. You were dead, and they brought 
you back to life. For all we know, they could have put something in 
your mind, or they might be able to control you somehow. 

Shepard couldn't believe it. Two of his closest friends, crewmates he 
had known and served with for years, accusing him of possibly being a 
Cerberus sleeper agent? 

Near the back of the group, John and Kelly shared the briefest of 
glimpses. "Cortana, do you have any idea what's going on?" 

"No, not much. From what I've been able to determine from the 
Alliance networks, Shepard used to be associated with Cerberus, a 
human-centrist Alliance black-op turned splinter group, but he turned 
himself and the _Normandy_ to Alliance custody. Anything other than 
that I'm not sure, as the jamming is preventing me from searching for 
anymore information." 

In a way, the Master Chief could understand Williams' and Alenko ' s 
concern. They had just confirmed the hostile presence at this base to 
be this 'Cerberus, ' an organization that Shepard had been associated 
with not long ago. But, the Commander certainly showed no hesitation 
in killing Cerberus soldiers. Either way, the doubt being expressed 
in the Commander by Williams and Alenko couldn't be allowed to 
continue, as it could lead to division, hesitation, and uncertainty 



in the squad, all of which could be deadly during a 
mission . 

Luckily, Shepard had a handle on the situation. 

The Commander took a couple of steps towards the pair, and took his 
left hand off the grip of his Avenger to point in their direction. 
"Listen, I don't care what opinion you have of me right now, but I 
will _not_ have either of you second-guessing me during this mission. 
Regardless of what you believe, _I_ am in command here and you _will_ 
follow my orders. If you don't like it, go and wait back at the 
shuttle. Is that understood?" Shepard spoke in a voice that bled 
authority and all but commanded respect, while at the same time 
containing a hint of underlying anger. 

"Yes sir." they both said sheepishly. 

In a softer tone, he continued. "And if you're willing to forget 
everything we've gone through together, as crewmates, as friends, 
just because of my history with Cerberus... I don't know what I can 
say to change your mind." 

Shepard turned and walked to the entrance of the base, sealed by a 
large double door. He palmed the green access panel and the doors 
slid open with a hiss of escaping oxygen, revealing the spacious 
floor of a loading elevator. The Commander motioned the rest of the 
team into the elevator, and as the last man crossed the threshold the 
outer doors slid shut again. With another hiss, the space 
re-pressurized, and Shepard pressed a button near the neck of his 
helmet that would open his oxygen containers to be refilled. 

As the rest of the party followed suit, Shepard located the controls 
and activated them, the elevator shuddering as it slowly started to 
ascend upwards. 

Ashley and Kaiden shared a quick glance, then approached 
Shepard . 

"Commander, look. We're ahh a€" " began Kaiden. 

"We're sorry sir." finished Ashley. "We shouldn't have doubted your 
loyalty. It' just... it's been more than two years since we've served 
under you, and you've done a lot of things outside of the Alliance 
since then . " 

"But we realize that now, with the Reapers here, the stakes have 
changed. If anyone can find a way to beat them it's you Shepard, and 
we'll help in any way we can." 

"You can count on us Commander." affirmed Williams. 

Shepard nodded in thanks. "Good." 

The elevator halted as it reached the loading bay, revealing a large 
room dominated by crates, storage containers, and a couple of 
forklifts . 


"Alright, spread out and try to find a way into the base proper, the 
sooner the a€" " 



Shepard was interrupted by the sudden emergence of a cacophony of 
banging sounds, muffled shouting, and then a trio of 
gunshots . 

Everyone immediately fell into a combat stance, weapons raised, and 
the Master Chief's heightened senses caused his attention to snap 
towards a run of what looked to be air ducts. 

With a blink of his eye, the Chief flicked on his thermal vision and 
caught sight of three figures scrambling through the ducts. The lead 
figure's thermal image was thin and hot, while the other trailing two 
were cooler and significantly bulkier. "Commander, thermals show 
three figures in the air ducts!" 

"Can you identify them?" 

"Negative. However, it appears the lead figure is being pursued by 
the two following." 

"Keep track of them. Spread out!" Shepard ordered, and the group 
dispersed, taking cover being some cargo crates, or in the case of 
the two Spartans, disappearing completely with the activation of 
their active camouflage. 

There was another round of shouts, plus another two trios of 
gunshots, then all of a sudden a metal grate crashed from its former 
position on the end of the duct to the ground a few meters 
below . 

Almost as soon at the grating hit the ground, a human-like figure 
followed, clumsily hitting it's feet and rolling after a dive out of 
the duct. As the figure, hidden by the shadow of a nearby crate, 
scrambled to its feet, the helmeted head of a Cerberus Assault 
Trooper popped out of the open duct vent. 

"Cerberus!" shouted Ashley, taking aim at the trooper. 

The Alliance Marine was about to take a shot when she was beat to the 
punch by Kelly, who sent a trio of blue tracers from her ACS straight 
into the trooper's head. 

Comparing the thermal profile of the just-killed trooper with that of 
the figure behind him, the Master Chief concluded that the figure 
behind the now-dead trooper was another Cerberus soldier, and let 
loose a duo of bursts at his thermal outline. The hard-light rounds 
easily penetrated through both the thin metal making up the duct and 
the Cerberus trooper's armor, riddling the man with holes and 
rendering him motionless. 

Finally recovered to its feet, the first figure stepped out of the 
shadows, pointing a pistol in the _Normandy_ group's general 
direction and giving them their first look at its features. 

_Her _features rather, for the figure was an Asari, blue-skinned and 
scalp-crested, a modestly fitting blue and white labcoat covering her 
shapely body. 

Shepard recognized her instantly, her piercing blue eyes, soft light 
purple lips, and lightly freckled cheeks forming a face that he could 
have never forgotten. 



"Liara?" he said, stepping out of his cover and into view of the 
Asari . 

"Shepard?" she responded, head bolting towards the sound of the 
voice. "Shepard!" 

Eyes wide, the Asari lowered her pistol and took a couple of steps 
towards the Commander, before breaking out in a jog. As she got 
closer, Shepard returned his rifle to his back and slid his helmet 
off his head, attaching it to his belt. 

The two met in a passionate kiss, Liara draping her arms around 
Shepard's neck and feeling the rough brown hair on the back of his 
head through a gloved hand, while the Commander wrapped his own arms 
tightly around the Asari ' s waist. 

After a few seconds the two finally broke the kiss, retreating to 
arms lenghts of each other. Liara 's eyes travelled past Shepard and 
fell upon her two friends Ashley and Kaiden, as well as the bulk of 
Vega and the two USNC Spartans. 

"Shepard? Ashley? Kaiden? By the Goddess am I glad to see you." she 
said, the relief heavy in her voice. 

"Liara, what happened here?" he asked with concern. 

Liara looked back to the ducts and scowled. "Cerberus took us by 
surprise. The entire science team was in the base's hangar bay 
getting us and what artifacts we could grab ready for extraction, 
when Cerberus somehow got control of the environmental controls and 
vented the atmosphere. The scientists... we weren't prepared. It 
happened so quick we couldn't even get the breathers out of their 
crate. The only reason I survived was due to a biotic field I 
summoned around myself. The squad of Alliance Marines guarding us had 
hardsuits, but when Cerberus troopers stormed the hangar they were 
quickly overwhelmed. I don't even know if they're still alive, 
because I had to run when two of them got sight of me. But that 
problem's been taken care of I see..." 

"Hmmm. . . based on just what we've seen, Cerberus has at least a 
platoon here, maybe two. If the Marines are still alive, we need to 
figure out where they are." said Shepard. 

"I tried contacting the Marines on my omni-tool, but all I got was 
static." Liara said. 

"Yeah, our comms are out as well. Even the _Normandy_'s sensor suite 
is being affected. Cerberus must have some sort of jamming device 
here . " 

Liara nodded pensively. "If I had to bet, they placed it in the 
hangar bay. It's near almost the exact center of the base, so they 
would get maximum coverage that way." 

"Well let's get going then. The sooner we get rid of this jamming the 
better." said Shepard, drawing his Avenger. 

"Shepard wait, there's something else." revealed Liara, biting her 
lip. "I think I know why Cerberus is here. We've recently discovered 



another Prothean artifact... another beacon. 


"A beacon?" repeated Shepard, eyes wide. "Like the one on Eden 
Prime? " 


"Yes. We were close to unlocking its secrets when we got the order to 
evacuate. Shepard, from what little we were able to find out, the 
beacon seemed to address the Prothean 's struggle against the 
Reapers." replied Liara. 

"Do you think that the information in the beacon is important?" 

"Yes I do, but I don't know what exactly it is. But what I _do _know 
is a€" " 

"That Cerberus can't be allowed to get it." finished Shepard. 

"Alright everyone, let's move." 

"Hell yeah, let's kick these Cerberus _bastardos_ right in the 
teeth." said Vega. 

"No Vega, not this time." said Shepard, turning to him. 

"Wait, what?" questioned Vega, confused. 

"I need to get back to the shuttle ASAP. You're the only one who 
knows how to fly that thing, and we might need a quick evac if things 
get hairy . " 

Vega nodded in understanding. "Got it Commander." 

"I'll check in as soon as we destroy the jammer." called Shepard to 
Vega's turned back, which he responded with a thumbs-up. 

"Lead the way Liara, you know this base better than any of us." 
ordered Shepard. 

"Right. Follow me, the main route to the beacon leads directly to the 
hangar." she said. 

As the group, sans Vega, moved out, the Master Chief couldn't help 
but ponder what a _strange_ experience he had just had. When the 
feminine blue-skinned alien had first revealed herself, Cortana had 
explained to him and Kelly using information from the "Codex" that 
she was an Asari, an all-female species and among one of the most 
powerful races in the galaxy. Despite the blue skin and "scalp 
crests" as Cortana had called them. Chief was surprised just how 
_human_ she looked. 

However, when she started conversing with Shepard, her mouth moved in 
unnatural ways, speaking words and sounds which had no meaning to 
either of the Spartans. When Chief had told Cortana that it seemed 
she was speaking a different language, she quickly updated his 
helmet's translation software, pulling the language information from 
yet again, the Codex. What the Master Chief couldn't wrap his head 
around though was that although the Asari was now speaking English, 
her mouth _should_ have still been moving in the unnatural gestures 
of her native language, and not matching up with the translated words 
he was hearing. Instead, the movements of her lips precisely 
corresponded with her words, as if the translation software Cortana 



implemented changed his very perspective of hoe Chief saw her 
talk . 

It made Chief just a tad bit disoriented. Even Cortana, after several 
seconds worth of intense study, couldn't find an answer to why that 
happened, jokingly covering her failure with the explanation that 
maybe it was just "space magic." Nevertheless, they needed to be able 
to understand each other, and he could accept the inconsistencies for 
that sake, at least for now. 

The Spartans weren't the only beings noticing something out of the 
ordinary. As Liara led the group of a ramp and into a long hallway, 
she asked "Shepard, what are you doing here? Hackett didn't tell me 
that the _Normandy_ would be the one extracting us. And who are 
your... uh, very big and very heavily armored companions?" 

"Liara, the Reapers are back." stated Shepard bluntly, eliciting a 
slight gasp from the Asari. "The Reapers are attacking Earth in 
force. They smashed through our ships and swept aside our defenses 
like they were a joke. We had to leave, there were just too 
many . " 

"Goddess... Shepard, I'm so sorry." 

Shepard could only shake his head f rustratedly . "We were sent because 
of the _Normandy_'s stealth capabilities, and because what's left of 
the Alliance fleet has probably already retreated to the rally point 
by now. 

"As for them..." Shepard glanced over his shoulder at the two 
Spartans in the rear of the group, where they not only could cover 
their six but also had a clear line of sight in front due to their 
size. "It's a long story. They got me off of Earth, and they're 
against the Reapers. I'll explain more later." 

"If they're against the Reapers and against Cerberus, that's good 
enough for me." said the Asari. 

The group soon reached the end of the hallway, finding that further 
progress was blocked by a sealed double door, a glowing red symbol 
flashing in its center. 

"Damn." cursed Liara. "The hangar is just past this door. Let me try 
to override it, I still have some hacking tech on my omni-tool." 

The Asari brought up the orange device and pressed it to the red 
icon, and both started spinning. Then, after a few seconds and a 
series of sparks, the lock symbol flashed green and the door slid 
open . 

All of a sudden, Shepard's instincts went into overdrive as he heard 
the unmistakable _whhiirrrrr_ of the wind-up of a heavy 
gun . 

"Liara!" So quick that it didn't seem humanly possible, Shepard 
grabbed the back of Liara 's labcoat collar and yanked her back out of 
the doorways before diving out of the way himself, a torrent of 
bullets filling the space that the two had just occupied. 

As Shepard scrambled to his feet, he hoisted up a coughing Liara and 



pushed her against one of the hallway walls as far out of the line of 
fire as possible. He took a quick look around and saw that the rest 
of his team was pressed up against the walls of the hallway as well, 
while bullets continued to flood the majority of the hallway space, 
pockmarking and ricocheting off of the floor. 

"Chief! Ceiling mounted heavy turret in the hangar! Permission to 
neutralize?" shouted Kelly over the roar of the mass accelerator 
stream . 

"I'll handle it. Everybody down!" the Chief shouted back. With that, 
the Master Chief exchanged his ACS for the heavy weapon on his back, 
an M6 Grindell/Galilean Nonlinear Rifle, more commonly known as a 
'Spartan Laser.' 

With a trio of blinks, the Chief shifted suit power to concentrate 
shielding to his front, and pressed down on the weapon's trigger in 
order to start the firing process. He kept the weapon pointed towards 
the floor as an increasing whine signaled its charge, not wanting to 
expose himself to the turret's fire any more than he had too. 

Right when weapon reached the zenith of its charge, the Chief darted 
out of cover and into the middle of the hallway. As a torrent of mass 
accelerator rounds pinged against his shields he used the 
smart-linked reticule in his HUD to aim the Laser right in between 
the two barrels of the large turret. Not a millisecond after he did 
so, the Nonlinear Rifle discharged its payload, the ruby-red heavy 
energy beam lancing right through the core of the turret, disabling 
it. There wasn't an explosion, just a marked silence as the turret 
ceased fire, interrupted only by a crackle of sparks from the hole 
caused by the Laser and the rapid breathing of Shepard and Liara 
coming down from an adrenaline high. 

"Anyone hurt?" asked Shepard, taking the silence that greeted him as 
a negative. "Christ Chief, what the hell is that thing?" 

"M6 Grindell/Galilean Nonliner Rifle." answered Chief simply. 
"Directed energy weapon." 

"Yeah, of course it is." remarked Shepard dryly. "Alright, move up 
into the hangar and spread out, try to find that jamming device. Keep 
your eyes out for any more 'surprises'." 

The six fanned out into the hangar, searching amongst the containers 
and crates for the jamming device, grimly noting the two dozen dead 
bodies of the science team scattered about on the floor. 

As Shepard rounded the corner of a large crate, he saw Liara knelt 
over the prone figure of a female scientist, a gentle hand closing 
shut her open eyes. 

He walked up to her and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. "A 
friend? " 

Liara stood up and nodded sadly. "No. I hardly got to know any of 
them, I was so engrossed in my work... although I suppose that was 
for the better." 


"Commander, I think I've got something!" he heard the smoky voice of 
Kaiden call from a corner of the hangar bay. 



Shepard and Liara rushed over to the source of the voice and found 
Kaiden hunched over a black, two meter tall pyramidal device on the 
floor, Ashley standing beside him while the two Spartans faced 
outwards . 

Noticing Shepard's arrival, Alenko stood up from his ministrations 
and gave a frustrated shrug. "I'd bet this is it Commander. I've been 
trying to find an access panel or some sort of interface but I can't 
find anyth! a€" " 

Ashley gently pushed him aside, then leveled her Avenger and put two 
rounds into the thing, causing the device to flame and spark. 

"Or, uh, you could do that too I guess." said Kaiden. 

"Sometimes the soldier's way is the best way Major." ribbed Ashley 
with playful superiority. 

"Vega, can you hear me? Lieutenant, this is Shepard, come in." said 
Shepard into his helmet comm. 

"_Vega here, I read you loud and clear Commander !"_ 

Shepard nodded in satisfaction that one of their main objectives had 
been accomplished . "Any trouble getting back to the shuttle?" 

"_No sir. I've got the Kodiak warm and ready for action, I can be 
there in thirty seconds if you need me . 

"Roger that Lieutenant, keep your ears open in case we do. Shepard 
out." he said, closing the link. "Liara, which way to the 
beacon? " 

"The exit is at the opposite side of the hangar from where we came 
in. From there, a couple of hallways will take us to the tram station 
that leads to the complex the beacon is housed in." said 
Liara . 

"Let's move then." ordered Shepard. As the six started moving again, 
Shepard opened a channel to the _Normandy_. "EDI, are you getting 
this ? " 

"_Af f irmat ive Commander. I assume that the source of the jamming has 
been eliminated? 

"Yeah, we got it. EDI, our mission parameters have changed. Cerberus 
has attacked the base and the entire science team except for Doctor 
T ' Son! is dead. We're making our way to a Prothean beacon farther in 
the base that Liara believes may have some Intel against the Reapers 
in order to make sure it doesn't fall into Cerberus' hands. Vega is 
back at the shuttle waiting for our call for extraction, and once 
we're aboard we'll head back to the _Normandy_." 

"_Roger that Commander. I'll keep the _Normandy_'s systems up and 
sweeping for any more intervention, whether it be from Cerberus of 
the Reapers. Commander, be advised that the Reaper fleet has begun 
their counterattck . Admiral Hackett has already signalled the 
retreat, the Kilimanjaro and the Infinity will be among the last 
out . " 



"Acknowledged. Shepard out." 

"Commander, I've just tried contacting the Marine squad on the 
universal Alliance frequencies, no response." said Kaiden, 
deactivating his omni-tool. 

Shepard frowned. That wasn't exactly a good sign. 

As they rounded a corner into another hallway with a sealed door 
about thirty meters ahead, Liara said "Right through this door up 
ahead is the tram stat a€" " 

Before she could finish her sentence, the door slid open revealing 
six Cerberus troopers waiting on the other side, looking surprised at 
the sight of Shepard's squad. 

Two in front were dead almost immediately, blood, bone and brain 
matter splattering their comrades behind them as bursts from Cheif's 
and Kelly's ACSs shattered their helmets. Before they had even begun 
to fall, the other two directly behind them met the same fate. A 
round from Ashley's Mantis left a large bloody hole in the chest of 
another trooper, while the last one was eviscerated by the combined 
fire from the whole squad. 

"Go, go, into the tram station! We can't get boxed into this 
hallway!" shouted Shepard. 

The group rushed forwards over the dead Cerberus troopers into the 
large tram station, noticing another Cerberus squad pointing weapons 
at the door from our of cover. The Cerberus troops opened fire, 
bullets pinging off of biotic fields, kinetic barriers, and energy 
shielding as the six fanned out and found their own cover. 

Shepard darted up from cover and launched a singularity at a pair of 
troopers, the Cerberus soldiers trying to roll away, but with no 
avail. As they dangled in the negative mass effect field, Kaiden 
launched a warp right into the middle of Shepard's singularity, the 
resulting dark matter detonation all but disintegrating the two 
Cerberus men. Meanwhile, Liara locked down a Centurion in a stasis 
bubble giving Ashley time to line up a lethal headshot, and Kelly 
nearly decapitated another with a series of shots to the neck. 

The Master Chief put six rounds into the cover a trooper was hiding 
behind, the flimsy material not in the least protecting the trooper 
from his hard-light administered death. A few meters away, another 
trooper stepped out from behind a crate into the open, and the Chief 
started to run towards him. 

As Chief quickly closed the distance, the Cerberus soldier withdrew 
sparking electrical sword from his right hand and tried to swing it 
horizontally at the Chief's chest. John stepped into the strike and 
slammed his right gauntlet into the troopers wrist, causing him to 
grunt in pain as his armor warped and his wrist shattered from the 
force of the blow. Quick as a flash. Chief swung the butt of his ACS 
at the trooper's head, and with a loud _crack _he fell to the floor. 
The Master Chief finished him with a three-round burst to the chest, 
the snapped his rifle up, scanning for targets. 


He found none however, the rest of the Cerberus troops already 



dead . 


The six regrouped, and Shepard nodded at their effectiveness. "Onto 
the tram, let's hurry." 

The group quickly made their way onto the vehicle, and Liara 
activated it at its control panel. With a shudder, the tram started 
moving, its occupants keeping their weapons raised towards both ends 
of the track. 

Luckily though, the ride was uneventful, but as the tram stopped at 
the other side, Shepard grimaced as they stepped into the other 
station . 

Spread out amongst the ground were the bodies of three men and a 
woman, their blue Alliance armor cracked and holed by bullets, 
crimson red blood pooling on the floor. 

"Guess we know what happened to the Marines..." remarked Ashley, 
saddened . 

"Commander, these Marines were are only recently dead. Whoever killed 
them could still be in the vicinity." warned the Master Chief. The 
fact that their bodies still had enough heat to show up on thermals, 
and that blood was still flowing led him to that conclusion. 

"You heard him. Keep your eyes open." warned Shepard. 

The group keyed the door into the beacon chamber and entered 
cautiously, weapons raised. The room was large, cylindrical, and 
dark, the Prothean beacon glowing a soft green in the center of the 
room, cordoned off by thick glass. 

Shepard, Liara, Ashley, and Kelly approached the beacon while Kaiden 
and Chief drifted off to patrol the boundaries of the room. 

Liara keyed her omni-tool into the system, and pressed a few keys, 
but soon her face turned concerning confused. 

"What's wrong?" asked Shepard. 

"I'm not sure... I'm trying to access the data but..." Suddenly, 

Liara 's eyes went wide. "Shepard, the data is being downloaded to an 
off-site location and deleted!" 

"Off-site? Where?" asked Shepard urgently. 

"I a€" I don't know! I can't stop it!" shouted Liara in 
frustration . 

On the perimeter of the room, Kaiden noticed with suspicion a flicker 
of light in an alcove in the wall. He approached it shotgun raised, 
and when he was presented with the back of a slender brown-haired 
woman working quickly with an omni-tool over a console, he placed his 
finger on the trigger. 

"Deactivate the omni-tool and turn around, hands raised. Slowly." he 
growled . 

Much to his surprise, instead of surrendering in the face of loaded 



weapon, the woman spun around and delivered a vicious kick into 
Kaiden's midsection. The force of the kick caused the air to burst 
out of his lungs and sent him flying the air, crashing to the ground 
in a heap. 

The woman darted over Kaiden and started sprinting towards the 
entrance of the beacon room, omni-tool still glowing a bright 
orange . 

Shepard caught sight of her out of the corner of his eye, and his 
mind put the two and two of a rapidly fleeing woman and an activated 
onmi-tool together quickly "That's where the data's going, stop her!" 
he shouted, trying to get Ashley out of his way so he could launch a 
stasis field at her. 

"I've got it!" called Kelly, slapping her ACS onto her back. 

"Be careful, we might need her alive!" shouted Shepard. 

The woman was fast, faster than a human should have been, but not 
nearly as fast as a Spartan-II, especially not Kelly. In just a 
couple of stride, she accelerated to her maximum speed of sixty-two 
kilometers per hour. 

Aware that she was being pursued, the runner flung an incineration 
fireball back at Kelly, which the Spartan deftly dodged. Then, as 
quickly as it had begun, it was over. 

Kelly had caught up with runner before she had even reached the door, 
and knowing fully well that tackling the women with the full force 
she was capable of would likely kill her, the Spartan lunged and 
wrapped her arms around the runner's waist, spinning her to the 
ground and pinning her arms to her side. 

When the woman hit the ground with a distinctly metallic clang, Kelly 
came to the realization that what she had in her arms wasn't natural. 
"Chief, this thing's not human!" 

Chief was the first to get to Kelly, and he pointed his ACS right at 
her prisoner's face. "Not human?" 

"Chief, she's right! _She _is actually an AI ! " revealed 
Cortana . 

"Can you disable it?" asked Chief. 

"She's got some countermeasures, but it's nothing I can't 
handle ..." 

All of a sudden, the construct stopped struggle and went completely 
limp. Cautiously, Kelly let go of the robot and backed away, the 
Master Chief still pointing his rifle squarely at its head. 

"There. I've trapped the AI within repeating lines of its own code 
and disabled its body." said Cortana. 

Just then, Shepard and the rest of the group arrived. 


"Is it . . . off?" 


asked a heavily breathing Kaiden. 



"Yes, it's disabled for now. 


said Chief. 


"I've downloaded what's left of the data from the Prothean beacon 
Shepard. With the data on the uh, robot's, omni-tool we should have 
the complete picture." said Liara. 

"Alright, well that's it then. Vega, come in." radioed Shepard into 
the comm. 

"_Here Commander. 

"We got what we came for, meet us at the hangar bay for extraction. 
Let's get the hell back to the fleet before the Reaper's get here. 
Shepard out . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>USNC Valiant-Class Super-Heavy Cruiser, 

<st rong>_* * Yorktown* *_ 

**Deep Space, Alleged Precursor Artifact** 

**March 6****th****, 2560** 

"Still no movement?" 

"No Captain. The Covenant vessels have held position since we 
arrived . " 

"And they still aren't responding to our hails?" 

"Affirmative sir." 

Captain Damien Skyheit rubbed his chin as he thought on the 
situation . 

Five Covenant ships had just arrived a couple of hundred thousand 
kilometers away from them, four CCS-Class Cruisers, and a 
_Super-cruiser_. The fact that they weren't answering their hails 
left an uneasy feeling in Skyheit ' s stomach. Numerically Battle group 
_Yorktown_ had the advantage, his own _Valiant_ Super-Cruiser, two_ 
Marathon_ Cruisers, four Destroyers, and Six Paris Frigates rivaling, 
the four CCS-Class Cruisers and Super-Cruiser of the Covenant. In 
addition, there were a number of lightly armed UNSC replenishment 
ships with accompanying Battlegroup Yorktown, loaded for bear with 
supplies in case the _Infinity_ was in desperate need. 

But the UNSC hadn't seen a Covenant Super-_Cruiser_ since the fall of 
Reach. What one was doing here, Skyheit had no idea, but he doubted 
it was good. 

As for what Battlegroup Yorktown was doing here, the tall, 
dark-skinned Captain could only sigh in frustration. 

Saying that the disappearance of the UNSC's most powerful, and 
expensive, warship caused a turmoil within High Command would have 
been an understatement. Fearing that they would be attacked. High 
Command had ordered the UNSC to it's highest level of alertness. All 
throughout UNSC space colonies were being fortified, fleets were 
being recalled from exercises, militias were raised, and ONI was sent 



into overdrive trying to figure out what the _hell_ happened to the 
_Infinity_. Task forces were searching all throughout UNSC space 
looking for any sign of the disappeared ship, while ONI Prowlers were 
conducting their own investigations deep into Separatist 
space . 

Seeing as they were the closest USNC force. High Command had ordered 
Battlegroup Yorktown to stay put at the last known coordinates of the 
_Infinity_ in the hope that they would return. 

And so, here they had been for the past four days, waiting until they 
were ordered by Command to look somewhere else. 

"Venus, get me a firing solution for the energy projector on that 
Super-Cruiser, just in case." ordered Skyheit. 

"Done. Expecting trouble?" replied the AI, the strikingly graceful 
figure of the Roman Goddess Venus, adorned in flowing, pearl-white 
robes . 

"I don't know, but you can't be too careful." 

That reasoning was also why Battlegroup Yorktown had been staying as 
far away from the 'Precursor' artifact as possible. Based on 
slipspace-borne data packages being sent from the _Infinity _to High 
Command, among the last things the ship's instruments recorded before 
vanishing was an insanely high pulse of unknown energy from the 
artifact. If that's what caused the _Infinity_'s disappearance, 
Skyheit damn well didn't want it to happen to Yorktown as 
well . 

"Comms, get me Captai a€" " 

"Sir, I'm detecting an outwards wave of energy eminating from the 
artifact! " alerted Venus. 

Skyheit grimaced. "We should be far enough away to where it dies out 
before hitting us." 

"Negative Captain, the wave appears to be... increasing in speed and 
intensity? " 

"Shit. Brace for impact!" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review ! <strong> 


8 . Chapter 8 : Escape 

**Author's Note: Hey everyone. I'll start off by apologizing for this 
chapter's delay, but I've had to buckle down on school recently and 
haven't had too much time to write. The good news though is that I 
got accepted to college!** 

**Anyways, special shoutouts to my ever-diligent beta JonHarper, and 
to my always-wonderful girlfriend.** 


**There is one more thing that needs to be said before you start 



reading though. Please, please, PLEASE remember that this story is 
ALTERNATE UNIVERSE. This means that some of** **the canonical facts, 
settings, or characterization of the Halo and Mass Effect universe 
can, and have been, deliberately changed (kind of a given, what with 
Halo in Mass Effect and all) . But still, please try to keep this in 
mind before leaving a comment about how different this story is from 
the actual Mass Effect or Halo universe, or about how this particular 
thing never happened in the 'true' universe. I know. I changed it for 
a reason. You'll see why I wanted to mention this later in the 
chapter . 

><strong> 

**But enough of that, onto the chapter!** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Chapter 8 : Escape<strong> 

**UNSC Valiant-Class Super-Heavy Cruiser, * *_* *Yorktown* *_ 

"a€" _finity_'s transponder signal, along with a ship a€ 1 . profile 
matches the _Shadow of Intent_, a€ 1 . relative six o' clock a€ 1 . with 
twenty-five other unknown vessels. Be advised. Covenant shi a€ 1 . ntry 
thousand kilometers off our bow a€ 1 . beyond them are seven hundred 
and sixty-three more unknown vessels headed right a€ 1 . orders 
Captain! Captain Skyheit ! " 

Captain Damien Skyheit ' s eyes fluttered as he gradually regained 
consciousness , then all of a sudden shot open in response to the 
calling of his name. 

The first thing he saw was the _Yorktown_'s white-robed AT, Venu, s 
looking urgently at him from her pedestal a few inches away from his 
Captain's chair, of which he was currently buckled into with 
crash-webbing. Streams of data flowed around her avatar like ribbons, 
and she was wringing her long blonde hair in her hands as she 
observed them. 

Skyheit ' s head felt like it was going to burst, and he rubbed his 
temples in annoyance. "Venus? What happened? Give me a ship-wide 
sitrep . " 

"I a€" I'm not sure Captain, but all systems are green." Skyheit 
blinked. He had never, _ever_ in his two plus decades of service in 
the UNSC heard an AT pause when speaking. "Sir, your vitals are just 
now returning to normal. Did you hear what I said earlier?" 

Skyheit shook his head yes. "Barely, though I did hear something 
about the _Infinity. _Repeat it." 

"It would be easier to just show you Captain." she said, and the main 
view screen flickered to life. 

Skyheit blinked when he saw the map Venus put up on the holoscreen. A 
few hundred thousand kilometers to their rear was a large terrestrial 
planet, in front of which was the _Infinity_ and her Strident escort 



frigates_, _represented by light blue dots. The Sangheili _Shadow of 
Intent _was shown as a dark purple dot, and a couple of dozen 
unidentified vessels, yellow dots. Scattered all around were the 
broken black lines that represented only one thing: heavy, most 
likely ship-grade debris. 

Inwardly, Skyheit blew a sigh of relief at the sight of the 
_Infinity, _at least they had found her. But then he thought about 
the five Covenant vessels much closer to him then they had been 
before, and the _seven hundred plus_ other unidentified ships 
steadily advancing towards them. 

But first thing was first; where in the _living hell_ were they? 
"Venus, do you know what happened? How did we get here?" Skyheit 
asked . 

"Unknown. All of my sensor data cut out right when that energy wave 
hit us, and I only started receiving again just recently." said the 
AI . 

Skyheit scowled. With everything that was going on he had almost 
forgotten about the energy wave that had emanated from the Precursor 
artifact. Dammit, he should have listened to his gut when he got an 
uneasy feeling once the word "Precursor" was uttered by HIGHCOM. One 
didn't survive in the service as long as he had without learning to 
trust their instincts, but it wasn't up to him. Command had placed 
him in charge of an entire Battlegroup, and he was expected to follow 
their orders. And so he had, for all the good it had did them now 
that they were in the middle of this goddamn mess. 

It was then when he looked around the bridge and noticed that the 
rest of the bridge crew was just stirring from their own bouts of 
unconsciousness . 

"Captain, we're being hailed by the _Infinity_! " called Venus. 

"Put it through!" quickly ordered Skyheit 

The bridge speakers crackled with static as Venus patched through the 
comm line._ "UNSC vessels, this is Admiral Thomas Lasky of the 
_Infinity_, identify yourselves ! "_ 

"This is Captain Damien Skyheit, commander of Battlegroup 
_Yorktown_! " Skyheit answered quickly. 

"_Batt legroup Yorktown?" _There was a pause before Lasky continued. 
_"What ' s your system status?"_ 

From her pedestal Venus projected a block of text that said **"A11 
Battlegroup Ships Green and Awaiting Orders."** 

"Battlegroup _Yorktown_ is green Admiral, no systems 
failures . " 

"_And the slipspace drives?"_ asked Lasky urgently. 

"Steady at one hundred percent charge." 

"_Thank God. Listen Captain, there's almost no time to explain, but 
those seven hundred plus unknown ships you're seeing on your sensors? 



Those are hostiles, and they've already attacked us. We managed to 
repel them the first time, but we won't be able to again." _said 
Lasky . 

On the holoscreen map, the giant mass of yellow dots Lasky was 
referring too all turned red. "Christ..." muttered Skyheit, not 
failing to see how the couple of dozen yellow dots around the 
_Infinity_ turned blue as well, the color of allies. 

"_We ' re bugging out Captain, Roland has already sent your AI our jump 
sequence to our rally point. Get your ships the hell to the 
rendezvous and I'll explain in person what's going on, or at least 
what we understand so far. Do it now, that's an order. Lasky 
out . 

"Captain, the Covenant vessels in front of us reorienting position 
and powering up slipspace drives." alerted Venus. 

"Looks like they've got the same idea. Venus, send the order to the 
fleet. We'll be the last ones from _Yorktown _to go." said 
Skyheit . 

"Aye Captain." 

Within seconds ships from _Yorktown_ started disappearing as they 
accelerated through their just-opened slipspace portals, and Skyheit 
couldn't help but notice how much closer the mass of red dots had 
gotten to them. 

The _Yorktown_'s Shaw-Fu j ikawa drive opened a black-purple slipspace 
portal in front of it, and the deck shuddered as it's engines 
propelled it into the rupture. From her chair a newly-awoken 
Lieutenant looked drowsily around the bridge until she spotted 
Skyheit, then asked "Captain, what's going on?" 

Skyheit sighed as the nine dimension of slipspace enveloped the ship. 
"I wish I knew Lieutenant, I wish I knew..." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity **_ 

**Emergency Alliance Rally Point, Sol System** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"Admiral, Dare and Skyheit are ready for you in the conference 
room . " 

"Very well Roland, I'll be there in a moment." replied Thomas Lasky. 
Sighing almost inaudibly, he took a last look outside the main 
viewports of the _Infinity_ bridge, keen eyes noting the pinpricks of 
lights that represented ships in the vast blackness of space. 

At Lasky 's insistence, the Alliance/UNSC had retreated to the 
rendezvous point using a series of random jumps, taking a page out of 
Admiral Cole's book in order to insure that their trajectory couldn't 
be tracked by the Reapers. It had seemed to work, as no Reapers were 
waiting for them at the rally point or had appeared in the twenty or 
so minutes they had been here. Now the loose coalition of ships were 



regrouping and licking their wounds while their leaders would meet 
on-board the safest vessel present, the _Infinity_, in order to 
figure out their next move. 

As Lasky pivoted on his heels and strode out of the bridge to the 
conference room, his mind raced back to the sudden, and momentarily 
terrifying, arrival of Battlegroup _Yorktown_ and the other Sangheili 
ships. The Admiral had been on the verge of ordering the jump to 
slipspace when the other UNSC forces materialized onto their 
scanners, right in the path of the advancing Reaper armada. 

The initial shock at the arrival of the 'reinforcements' quickly 
turned to panic as Lasky realized that they could be dead in the 
water just like the _Infinity _was when they had first arrived. That 
would have been disastrous, as they wouldn't have recovered in time 
to escape the Reaper forces and no doubt would have been carved to 
pieces. Much to the immense relief of all present on the bridge, once 
they had made contact with Captain Skyheit on theValiant Super-Heavy 
Cruiser _Yorktown_ they had confirmed that all systems throughout the 
Battlegroup were undamaged. 

_Captain Damien Skyheit... that's a name I haven't heard in a long 
time, _thought Lasky as he sharply turned a hallway corner, nodding 
at a passing pair of Lieutenants. 

Skyheit was a sort of legend amongst the UNSC Navy, not to quite the 
level of Admiral Preston Cole or Captain Jacob Keyes, but enough to 
be well known throughout the fleet. Lasky 's first memories of Skyheit 
stretched all the way back to his time at the Corbulo Academy of 
Military Science. Skyheit was two years ahead of Lasky, and was 
widely regarded as one of the best and brightest cadets at the 
Academy. Tall, dark, and muscular, Lasky had heard that he had scored 
high enough on his physical tests to qualify for ODST Officer 
Candidate School, higher even then Lasky 's own brother, who had set 
the school records when he went through a year earlier. At the senior 
graduation night however, it was revealed that he was going to the 
UNSC Navy instead. 

It wasn't until almost a dozen years after that and well into Lasky 's 
own naval career when he had heard about Skyheit again through 
scuttlebutt heard on UNSC ships or at naval bases. During the 
Covenant War Skyheit ' s alleged feats had seemed pretty farfetched, 
such as one where it was said he had deterred a Covenant Super 
Carrier with only a Cruiser task force, buying enough time for the 
colony it was protecting to fully evacuate. Or the time where he 
destroyed a quartet of CCS-class Battlecruisers with just a pair of 
UNSC Destroyers. At the time though unlikely, the stories of 
Skyheit ' s accomplishment s gave the common men like Lasky a much 
needed moral boost, and a belief that they might be able to pull 
through alive. 

Recently however, now an Admiral with full security clearance Lasky 
was able to see firsthand that everything he had heard had been true. 
Skyheit had advanced remarkably quickly, showing charisma and talent 
for leadership that is not often seen. Though his rough and chiseled 
appearance suggested otherwise, he possessed a fierce loyalty and 
compassion towards his crew, and had never taken a life under his 
command for granted. In this aspect Lasky saw a minor flaw in 
Skyheit ' s personality, as he was often a little _too_ careful with 
the assets given to him. While it hadn't backfired on him yet, an 



impressive feat in itself given his twenty-plus years in command, 
Lasky knew that his reluctance to put the live's of his crews in 
danger could end badly. 

Lasky cared deeply for the crew of the _Infinity_ himself, but he 
knew that putting his men and women into dangerous positions in order 
to accomplish a higher goal was one of the most basic aspects of 
commanding. Great military leaders throughout history didn't become 
"great" without understanding that, whether it had been King Leonidas 
of Ancient Sparta, Napoleon Bonaparte of Old France, or even Admiral 
Preston Cole. He didn't like risking the lives of his crew of course, 
but when the situation called for it he wouldn't hesitate. It was 
undoubtedly one of the heaviest burdens of command, and one he felt 
everyday . 

Even HIGHCOM had known that Skyheit was lacking in this critical 
area, and had kept him at the rank of Captain for almost a decade 
now, never putting him in command of more than a few ships. Until now 
that is, with his apparent command of Battlegroup 
_Yorktown ._ 

Regardless, Lasky was more than relieved to have Skyheit ' s ships 
along with them, and was specifically meeting with him and Dare 
before the scheduled Alliance/UNSC/Separat 1st meeting in order to 
answer any questions they had and to make sure that the UNSC 
leadership position remains unified. 

Once Lasky reached the conference room, he pressed the pad near the 
side of the door and the two halves slid smoothly open. 

Captain Skyheit and Lieutenant Colonel Dare halted their quite 
conversation upon seeing Lasky enter, and both turned and saluted to 
which Lasky saluted back. Dare's all-black ONI uniform and pale white 
face contrasted sharply with the black and gray of Skyheit ' s UNSC 
battle dress uniform and dark black skin. 

"Admiral." they simultaneously acknowledged. 

"Lieutenant-Colonel Dare. Captain Skyheit. Please, take a 
seat . " 

Dare and Skyheit sat beside each other opposite Lasky, and the 
Admiral observed their facial expressions. 

Dare looked tired. Crease-lines were showing at the corners of her 
eyes and mouth, and her brow was furrowed, both signs of a body that 
was coming off of a major adrenaline rush. Lasky had a hunch he 
didn't look much better. However, the ONI officer had done an amazing 
job coordinating her Strident Frigate force, plugging holes in the 
defense around the _Infinity_ and offering critical fire support with 
incredibly speed and accuracy. 

Skyheit on the other hand was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, face 
taut, dark brown eyes alert and body leaning forwards on his arms 
towards Lasky. 

"Admiral Lasky. It's good to see you again, it's been a while since 
Corbulo Academy." said Skyheit, a slight smile on his lips. 


"The feeling's mutual Captain, we're glad to have you here as well." 



returned Lasky. 


Skyheit sighed. "Now, if you'll forgive the lack of formalities sir, 
where in the living hell is 'here' exactly?" 

Lasky and Dare shared a look, and Lasky rubbed his eyes with his 
palms before looking back at Skyheit. 

"Listen Captain, I'm going to be blunt because that's the only way 
we've been able to understand what's going on. It seems we've been 
transported to another galaxy." said Lasky. 

Skyheit blinked a couple of times. "I'm sorry Admiral, did you say 
'another galaxy?'" 

"Yes. You heard correctly." affirmed Lasky. 

"Christ..." muttered Skyheit, leaning back in his chair. "I knew that 
goddamned 'Precursor' son-of-a-bitch device was bad news." 

Lasky 's eyes widened. "Precursor? You mean a Precursor 
artifact ? " 

"Yeah. HIGHCOM ordered us to look for you at your last known 
location, and that's where we found it. We _thought_ we were 
observing from a safe distance, but a€" " 

"Let me guess, a pulsating energy wave emanated from the object, 
racing right towards your ships?" interrupted Lasky. 

Skyheit nodded. "How did you know?" 

"The same thing happened to us." said Dare. "Only it wasn't quite 
such a pleasant rideaC 1 " 

Skyheit snorted, "Pleasant she saysaC 1 " He shook his head of the 
thought. "ONI managed to firm up some of their Intel before they sent 
us on a rescue mission. We know the Sangheili found the device first. 
One of their ships stumbled onto it and went dark, then the ship sent 
sent to rescue it was lost as well. When _Infinity_ went missing... we 
feared the worst . " 

Lasky and dared shared a look. They remembered tracking the debris of 
a few Covenant ships when they arrived. "The _Infinity_ and _Shadow 
of Intent_ were virtually crippled when we first arrived. No major 
damage luckily, but our shipwide systems were scrambled to hell and 
back." Lasky looked thoughtful and contemplated this new bit of 
information. During his 'vision' the Librarian AI seemedaCloff 
somehow. It was possible she was the Forerunner equivalent of rampant 
which was a scary possibility in its own right. Now she might have 
been causing the Precursor artifact to nab ships left and right, 
dumping them right into the middle of a battle. But what was of 
interest to Lasky was the curious progression of events. The first 
two Covenant ships had been completely destroyed when interacting 
with the artifact. The _Infinity_ and _Intent_ were virtually 
crippled, but Battlegroup _Yorktown_ and the new Separatist ships had 
come through virtually unscathed. 

Lasky cleared his throat, "It seems that the Precursor device may be 
repairing itself. It's been dormant for who knows how long. The first 



two ships were destroyed, while the next two were left helpless. Now, 
two entire Battlegroups arrive with almost no incident." 

Dare nodded. "Likely, but without a means to study the device, its 
only supposition." 

"Right..." said Skyhiet before continuing. "Well that energy wave 
knocked the whole Battlegroup unconscious, and when I came to it 
looked like we had been dumped in the middle of a 
hellstorm . " 

"That's a bit on an understatement Captain. Roland, bring up the 
sensor data from the battle, right when Battlegroup _Yorktown_ 
arrived." ordered Lasky. 

On the holopro jector at the end of the table a three-dimensional map 
of the period Lasky asked for materialized, showing the positions of 
'Earth', the UNSC/Separat 1st forces defending Earth alongside the 
Alliance forces, Battlegroup _Yorktown_ and the newly arrived 
Separatists ships, as well as the Reaper armada beyond them. 

"Look at this planet for a moment Captain. Tell me what you notice." 
said Lasky. 

Skyheit studied the image thoroughly for a few seconds, before his 
eyes narrowed. "Large terrestrial planet, looks to be a larger amount 
of surface water than land... wait a secondaC 1 that looks an awful lot 
like the southern tip of Africa." 

"That's because it is." said Lasky. 

"I'm not sure I follow sir..." said Skyhiet confusedly. 

"Roland, pull up a side-by-side comparison of our Sol system and this 
one." said Lasky. 

The comparison Laksy requested materialized besides the map already 
present, and Skyheit studied it before saying, "They're almost 
exactly the same." 

Lasky just nodded, waiting to see if the UNSC Captain would come to 
his own conclusion, which sure enough, he did. 

"Let me get this straight sir," he began, "You're telling me that the 
'Precursor artifact' we stumbled upon sent us to a different galaxy, 
but this different galaxy somehow has a near exact replica of the Sol 
system? " 

"Yes. But that's not all." said Lasky, pointing to the holomap. "This 
separate Earth was already inhabited when we arrived. By 
Humans . " 

Skyheit leaned back in his chair. "Humans?" 

"They call themselves the System's Alliance. They're spacefaring, and 
have dozens of colonies." 

"Jesus Christ..." muttered Skyheit in disbelief. "Humans. In an exact 
replica of the Sol system. In a different Galaxy. I'm sorry Admiral, 
but I hope you'll understand if I have a hard time wrapping my head 



around this. 


Lasky nodded. "I know Captain, but stay with me, there's 
more . " 

Skyheit sighed. "Alright then, keep going." 

"This entire galaxy is full of different species of aliens who have 
been here for thousands of years. There's not enough time to go into 
too much detail, but there are four main races who make up the 
'governing body' of the galaxy. Asari, Turians, Salarians, and this 
galaxy's Humans. Those are the main ones you should focus on once you 
have time to read the information packet Cortana has created." said 
Lasky . 

"Alright, I will. Other sentient races in this other galaxy. Not 
unexpected, it turned out that way with our own. But I still have 
questions. We sort of know how we got here, some Precursor artifact 
space-magic bullshit, and it's logical to believe that other species 
would have already evolved here on this planet too if the conditions 
were right. But forgetting this whole same-solar-system thing, how 
the hell is another Humanity here? There has to have been some kind 
of outside involvement." 

Lasky thought back to his vision of the Librarian AT, how she told 
him they had sent seedships carrying humans through the Precursor 
gate as a last resort. "We don't know. Forerunner or Precursor 
involvement seems possible, even logical, but we have no way of 
proving anything." He wouldn't tell anyone about his vision. Not 
yet . 

"Maybe the replica solar system is _exactly_ the reason why another 
Humanity is here. If the same conditions were present, it could make 
sense how they evolved the same way." chimed in Dare. 

"Perhaps, but what are the odds of having every single different 
species, bacteria, plants, animals, that affected our human 
development present for theirs? Even if it is the same planet." said 
Skyheit . 

"I'm not saying that they're the _exact_ same as us. They look 
similar but they might have a completely different genetic makeup for 
all we know. Cytosines replaced with Thymines, that kind of thing. " 
responded Dare. 

Lasky raised his hands. "As interesting as discussing this is, we 
have larger issues to attend to." 

"I agree." said Skyheit. "Namely, how the hell do we get home, and 
what in God's name are these squid-looking ships?" 

Lasky sighed. Again. "As far as getting home is concerned, I have no 
idea. Asides from Sol, this galaxy's systems are completely different 
from ours, we have no reference point to locating our own galaxy. And 
even if we could find it, the distance would likely be so immense 
that... well, we most likely wouldn't see home again in our lifetime. 
Not to mention the Precursor device that brought us here seems to 
work one way . " 

Dare's and Skyheit ' s disheartened looks caused Lasky to frown. "I 



know that's not exactly what we all want to hear, but I'm just trying 
to portray the facts." 


"Well, we know the Precursor artifact sent us here, maybe there's one 
in this galaxy that can send us back." threw out Dare. 

"Perhaps. But while finding a way home is my first concern, there is 
still the immediate pressure of the Reapers." said Lasky. 

"Reapers? Are those what these things are?" asked Skyheit, pointing 
to the red mass of ships on the holomap. 

Lasky nodded. "According to the Systems Alliance, the Reapers are a 
race of sentient machines with the singular goal of destroying every 
other advanced race in the galaxy." 

Skyheit could do nothing but blink. "Oh. Well that's just great. Do 
they want to 'destroy' us too? We don't have anything to do with this 
galaxy, we got here by accident ! " 

"Our arrival seemed to do nothing but cause the briefest of 
hesitations. They were hostile on sight, and attacked us 
indiscriminately alongside the Alliance." 

Skyheit grew silent, drumming his fingers quietly on the table. After 
a moment he said, "We need to be extremely careful on how we handle 
this situation when it comes to the crews. Stranded in a different 
galaxy with no discernible way back, immediately thrown into a 
conflict against a massive force... at least against the Covenant we 
knew what we were fighting for. Our systems, our planets a€" " 

"Our survival." finished Lasky. "It's the same case here. We were 
attacked unprovoked by a hostile force, and we will respond in kind. 
As for the crews... I'm still trying to decide how to handle that. 

The _Infinity_ is on a six-year deployment, so we were prepared to be 
away from resupply for an extended period." 

"Battlegroup _Yorktown_ is not Admiral." said Skyheit bluntly. "We 
were initially supplied with only what we needed for a brief series 
of combat exercises. While we did pick up some extra supplies and 
supply ships when HIGHCOM official ordered us to investigate your 
last known location, we have about three, maybe four months tops 
before our stores will start to run out." 

Lasky nodded in understanding. While basic military munitions were 
almost guaranteed to never run out, ammunition manufacturing plants 
in each UNSC ship insured that, food and medical supplies were pretty 
nonrenewable and relied on stockpiles from ship storage. While the 
_Infinity_ did have an extensive hydroponics lab, food produced there 
was meant to more a supplement than anything else. 

"It's certainly a problem." acknowledged Lasky. While he could ask 
the Alliance for help, he didn't want to be indebted towards them if 
he could avoid it. 

"Yes it is. Now, back to what you said earlier, but you're not saying 
that we should engage in full-scale war with these Reapers, are you? 
Because that sounds like an awful efficient way to lower our chance 
of survival." said Skyheit. 



"No, of course not." quickly established Lasky. "Not with our limited 
numbers, without bases for resupply, or established fallback 
positions. We'll have to do the only thing we can do under these 
circumstances . " 

"Guerrilla warfare." guessed Skyheit. 

"If needed, yes. Strategic ambushes, massive use of force against 
targets of opportunities, hit-and-run tactics, the like. Against this 
large of an enemy, we have to be smart how we use our forces. Much 
like some of the more successful aspects of the Human-Covenant war, 
except this time... we have the advantage militarily." 

Skyheit raised an eyebrow, and Dare said "In our brief engagements 
with the Reaper forces above 'Earth, ' we were able to determine that 
we possess both offensive and defensive superiority over the Reapers, 
and by extension, the Alliance." 

"How so?" asked Skyheit. 

Lasky looked to the ceiling. "Roland?" 

One of the holoscreens on the wall flickered to life, then split into 
four different, simultaneously playing recordings of the battle above 
Earth . 

"It would be easier to show you." said Dare. She pointed at the 
top-left screen. "Here you can see a Reaper capital ship, two 
kilometers in length, being destroyed in a single shot from one of 
the _Infinity_'s heavy MAG's. And the one right next to it, even a 
glancing blow critically incapacitated it." 

She now pointed to the top right. "And here, our forward mounted 
energy projectors are particularly effective, see how this Reaper 
Capital ship is easily carved in two. It's the same for the Sangheili 
energy projectors. Speaking of the Sangheili, their plasma torpedoes 
are particularly devastating, as you can see here how deep the plasma 
melts into Reaper armor plating." 

"It seems that Reaper defenses are especially susceptible to 
energy-based weapons." said Lasky. 

"What about our own defenses?" asked Skyheit, pointing to the bottom 
right screen, which showed the _Infinity_ taking fire from the 
Reapers in the form of what looked like solid red energy 
beams . 

"They hold up well." said Lasky, a hint of pride showing through his 
voice. "At full strength our shields were able to absorb a Reaper 
Capital ship weapons impact with only dropping a couple of 
percent . " 

"However..." he continued, "the Reapers were focusing the majority of 
their firepower on us and the _Shadow of Intent_. Under that much 
massed fire, even our advanced shielding was hard-pressed. If we were 
forced to stay there much longer we would have had been 
combat-testing our armor plate." 


"I understand. This is the very definition of quality over quantity." 
said Skyheit. 



"In basic terms, exactly." replied Lasky. 

Skyheit looked at Dare. "What about the Sangheili?" 

"The Separatists ships are roughly technologically equal to our own 
now. The _Shadow of Intent _fared about the same as we did." said 
Dare. "As for our smaller ships, my Strident commanders reported that 
direct hits from Reaper Destroyers reduced shielding anywhere from 
8-10 percent, while a hit from a Capital ranged from 16-28 percent. 
Thankfully we weren't heavily targeted, as the Reaper's average rate 
of fire is much quicker than ours." 

"So our Frigates and Destroyers have first-salvo superiority, but 
wouldn't be able to hold their own against a larger force." said 
Skyheit, to which Dare nodded. 

"Lieutenant-Colonel, you said something earlier about our military 
superiority over this Systems Alliance. Could you explain?" asked 
Skyheit to Dare. 

Dare and Lasky shared a glance. "Roland, pull up some combat footage 
of the SSV _Ki liman jaro_. " said Dare. 

The four-way split of the holoscreen changed to a larger single 
video, showing the _Kilimanjaro _during the futile defense of 
Earth . 

"This is the dreadnought SSV _Kiliman jaro_, the flagship of the 
Alliance forces in this area. It's just a tad over a kilometer long, 
1010 to be precise. It's the largest in the Alliance fleet." 

"That's _barely_ cruiser-weight." snorted Skyheit. 

"Precisely. Look now, see how an entire broadside salvo does no 
visible damage against a passing Reaper Capital ship." said 
Dare . 

"Huh. Do we know exactly what kind of weapons these ships are 
sporting?" asked Skyheit. 

"Surprisingly, from our observations during the battle their arsenal 
is comparable to ours in doctrine, just not in power." answered Dare. 
"Their main weapons appear to consist of mass accelerators , although 
much smaller than our MACs . More data and specif icat ions are needed 
for an accurate comparison. They also use high-powered laser systems 
that resemble our own pulse lasers for anti-fighter and light 
anti-ship duties, and missiles, although theirs appear to operate 
more like torpedoes. Slow, launched in small numbers, but heavy 
hitting. Unlike our missiles, which we launch dozens at a time at 
high-velocity, and that only inflict moderate damage. Well, moderate 
damage against Covenant vessels." 

"And against the Reapers?" asked Skyheit, an eyebrow raised. 

"When our missile were able to hit, they hit hard." said Lasky. 
"Unfortunately for us however, the Reapers seem to possess an 
extensive anti-missile system in the form of their own lasers, and 
they even had their own fighter-analogue craft sacrificing themselves 
by intercepting missiles with alarming frequency." 



"On the ground though, it appears that Reaper defensive capabilities 
against orbital munitions are significantly reduced." said Dare. 


"On the ground?" asked Skyheit, confused. 

"Yes. You'll have to read about the specifics later, but we sent a 
Spartan team down to the surface of the planet to extract some key 
Alliance personnel as a gesture of good faith. During their mission a 
Reaper Capital ship landed and blocked their extraction, and orbital 
fire support was requested. Reaper anti-missile defense was 
surprisingly absent, and our opening missile strike was able to 
weaken it enough to allow a follow up pair of MAC rounds to take it 
out . " said Dare . 

Skyheit nodded in approval. "Well, that's good to know at 
least . " 

"Indeed." agreed Lasky. "But now that you've been informed of the 
rough situation, I need to talk about our position during the 
upcoming meeting with the remaining Alliance heads and the 
Sangheili . " 

Dare and Skyheit both leaned in attentively, and Lasky continued. 
"Saying we're in a difficult position is an understatement. In a 
different galaxy, cut off from home, in the middle of a war, and with 
the revelation that there is not only another humanity here, but also 
a multitude of powerful, long established species we've never 
encountered . " 

"Now we might not know very much, but I do know this: If we're going 
to survive until we find a way home, we need to remain as independent 
as we can. The effectiveness of our ships against the Reapers was not 
lost on the Alliance, and Dare and I suspect that they will do 
whatever they can in order to recruit us in their struggle against 
the Reapers. I think right now our best bet is trying to remain as 
independent as possible. This isn't our fight, and I won't be 
throwing away UNSC lives and equipment if I can avoid it." 

"But if we're in this galaxy for any extended period of time..." 
began Skyheit. 

"I know what you're going to say Captain, we're going to need to find 
a way to replenish our supplies. Well I think the easiest way to do 
that is obvious: the Alliance." said Lasky. 

"Didn't you just say something earlier about not wanting to be 
dependent on the Alliance?" asked Skyheit. 

Lasky nodded. "I did. And I'm not saying we throw ourselves into the 
arms of the Alliance to use at their advantage, desperate for any 
kind of ally in this galaxy. In fact, I'm saying we do the exact 
opposite. Use the _Alliance_'s desperation for an effective weapon 
against the Reapers to _our _advantage. We hold all the cards here. 

We have no obligation to help them, and even though they might be 
human, they're not _us_. This is what I think we should do. Pledge 
our support to the Alliance in exchange for supplies, help in 
searching for a way home, information about this galaxy, political 
representation, whatever we want. However, requests by the Alliance 
to participate in anti-Reaper actions will have to be authorized by 



me, and I have full right to deny. Those are the only terms for an 
alliance that I will accept . " 


Skyheit nodded approvingly, then said, "I think this is the only 
realistic course of action we could take. We need to establish a 
strong presence, we can't afford to get swallowed up into this 
conflict with no say. What about the Sangheili? What is their stance 
about all of this?" 

Lasky inhaled through his teeth. "The Sangheili... are a wild card. 
The Arbiter and the _Shadow of Intent_ stood alongside us well enough 
during the previous battle, but ever since we've gotten to the 
rendezvous point they've been distant. I was only able to contact the 
Arbiter once, and he refused to send a Sangheili delegate to the 
meeting with the Alliance we're about to hold." 

"Did he give a reason why?" asked Skyheit. 

"Barely. There was a brief apology, followed by something about 
getting their forces organized." 

Skyheit clicked his toungue. "That's not bad, but it's not exactly 
good either. Those Sangheili ships represent a significant amount of 
firepower, especially with the addition of that Super-Cruiser. 
Speaking of, how the hell do they have a Super-Cruiser in the first 
place? The last I heard ONI had 'indirectly' crippled the Sangheili 
manufacturing economy by instigating that civil war. Or is that 
information still classified?" 

Dare's uneasy shuffling told Skyheit that it in fact, was very 
classified. "Setting aside how exactly you came across that 
information, your guess is as good as mine. If the Sangheili now 
possess the capacity to build such ships, then either they have been 
hiding something up their sleeve or ONI drastically miscalculated 
their post-civil war capabilities." 

"Either way, it's unsettling. Especially so now that the Sangheili 
are excluding themselves from communicat ions with us." said 
Lasky . 

"In a way, I can understand. The Arbiter has all the reason to be 
extremely wary." said Dare. "Think about it, they're going through 
the shock of the sudden arrival in this new galaxy the same as we 
are, except now they're faced with _another_ Humanity. Their 
relationship with us isn't exactly friendly, but at least they 
somewhat knew what they were dealing with in us. With the Alliance 
however, they know almost nothing. Imagine how threatened they must 
feel, wedged in between two Humanities. The Arbiter might have been 
more inclined to work with us when it was only the _Shadow of 
Intent_, but now that he has reinforcements he might be emboldened to 
make more independent-minded decisions." 

"Like refusing to send a delagate to our joint-meeting." said 
Skyheit, to which Dare nodded. 

Lasky rubbed his eyes. "You may be right, but that doesn't mean I 
have to like it." he said grimly. "The Sangheili might very well be 
an unknown right now, and a substantially uneasy one at that, but 
right now we have to deal with what we have." 



Just then, Roland's voice came over then intercom. "Admiral, the 
Alliance representatives have just arrived." 

Lasky nodded. "Alright. Send them up." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>With a slight rumble, the Kodiak shuttle's landing struts set 
down on the deck of one of the <em>Inf inity<em> ' s main hangar 
bays . 

Admiral Steven Hackett squinted his eyes as bright white light 
filtered in through the opening shuttle door. Without hesitation he 
stepped out of the shuttle, his dress shoes clicking against the 
metal deck. He took a quick glance around, and if his mind hadn't 
been in a thousand different places he would have been 
impressed . 

The hangar was gigantic by Alliance terms, masses of blue and gray 
clad personnel hurrying to and fro attending to all kinds of 
vehicles, Hackett guessed mostly fighter craft just based on their 
proportions . 

Hackett looked over his shoulder to see Admiral Ines Lindholm of the 
First Fleet stepping out of the shuttle next. She was followed by 
Commander Shepard, still clad in his N7 armor, and two of his human 
crew. Major Alenko and Lieutenant Commander Williams. 

He turned back again when he saw a pair of figures approaching from 
his front. They were two of the heavily armored soldiers that had 
been present aboard the first meeting aboard the _Normandy. _Or at 
least, one was, as the blue-armored soldier had been replaced by 
another olive-green armored one. 

The one on the left took a step towards him, silver-white rifle held 
in black-gloved hands. "Admiral, Welcome aboard the _Infinity_. If 
you will follow us to the conference room." he said in a deep, gruff 
voice . 

The two soldiers sharply turned and began quickly walking away, and 
the Alliance personnel had to pick up their pace in order to keep 
up . 

Shepard fell in line besides Hackett and nodded his head towards the 
two UNSC Spartan's leading the way. 

"I recognize them. Those two fought with me at Earth and at Mars." he 
said quietly. 

Hackett raised an eyebrow. "What's your take on them?" 

"I'll be honest sir, I've never seen anything like them. They're 
incredibly fast, never seem to miss a shot, and extremely durable. I 
saw one of them advance on an entrenched Cerberus squad, shrugging 
off a hail of fire like it was nothing, each burst from his rifle 
killing a Cerberus trooper. To say that they're extremely effective 
would be an understatement." said Shepard, a hint of admiration in 
his voice. 


"Hmmm." was all that Hackett replied with. To be honest, Shepard's 



description of the hulking UNSC soldier's prowess in battle didn't 
surprise him. If anything it just added to the conclusions he'd 
already made about the UNSC: that they were deadly, durable, and 
leagues more technologically advanced that the Alliance. That was 
both a relief and disturbing. The Alliance had always held itself as 
supreme in matters of human affairs. The Alliance fleet in particular 
had been hyped as Humanity's unbeatable Sword and Shield, more than 
capable of protecting the worlds and interests of the Alliance. The 
brief First Contact War with the Turians along with later victories 
like stopping the Skyllian Blitz cold and destroying Sovereign at the 
Battle of the Citadel only fed into that image. 

But Hackett knew the truth, as did most of the top brass that didn't 
buy into their own propaganda. The Alliance fleet was a small force 
compared to the Turians; hell even the Batarian fleet had outnumbered 
them until only recently. Sure, the Alliance fleet was an 
exceptionally well trained and high quality force, Hackett would 
never deny that. But it simply lacked the size and strength to take 
on its vastly larger and more powerful neighbors. Even the recent 
buildup in the past few years just simply wasn't enough to truly 
protect every inch of Alliance space. It was a sobering realization 
to come to. Hackett didn't even want to think about the Fleet's 
dismal performance against the Reapers. 

And now this UNSC had had come out of nowhere and trampled many of 
the Alliance's long held beliefs of superiority, almost as if mocking 
them. And then, to top it off, _one_ dreadnought (granted it was 
enormous) and its escorting cruisers accounted for over eighty 
percent of the kills against the Reaper fleet in the recent battle, 
while taking only token losses in it's fighter screen in return. He 
had no idea who these people were, what motivated them, or if they 
would even help them, but that didn't matter. He _needed _their 
power. The survival of the human race a€" _his_ human race a€" 
depended on it . 

Hackett noticed how the mass of people in the hangar seemed to part 
ways at their approach, and he couldn't help but see the confused, 
calculating, or curious glances that were directed their way. He 
could sympathize with them, as the varying expressions he could see 
on their faces mirrored some of his own he had had not a few hours 
ago . 

The group shortly reached the far wall of the hangar and entered into 
a medium sized elevator. They smoothly ascended for a brief few 
seconds, and Hackett saw as the **Hangar Deck 102-B **text above the 
door changed to **Command Deck 8**_**. **_ 

_A hundred decks in just a few seconds... the _Kiliman jaro_ doesn't 
even have thirty decks_, thought Hackett dryly. 

The elevator doors opened and the group stepped out, continuing down 
the hallway in front of them. Hackett could see more UNSC personnel 
walking briskly back and forth, these dressed in more ornate 
blue-and-golds that the gray-and-black dressed men and women he had 
seen in the hangar. 

After rounding a couple of corners they reached a door where the two 
Spartan's stopped in front of, then flanked. One of them gestured 
towards it, saying in a more feminine voice. "Right in here Admirals, 
Commander . " 



The door slid open, revealing a medium-sized room dominated by a 
large ovular table surrounded by chairs. 


There were three humans standing to one side of the table conversing 
amongst each other, two of which Hackett recognized from the 
_Normandy_ meeting: Admiral Lasky and Lieutenant-Colonel Dare. The 
new human was tall, dark skinned, and dressed in the same style of 
dull gray-black battledress as Admiral Lasky, but with a lesser 
amount of gold trim. 

Admiral Lasky turned upon noticing Hackett and his companions enter, 
and said, "Admiral Hackett. Welcome to the _Infinity_. " 

"Thank you." Hackett simply replied. 

Lasky must have noticed Hackett ' s grim expression, as his slight 
smile became more neutral and he gestured to the opposite side of the 
table. "Please, sit." 

All present quickly took seats, the Alliance figures sitting on one 
side of the table, the UNSC leaders sitting on the other. Hackett and 
Lasky sat so that they were directly across from each other. Dare and 
Skyheit to either side of him. Just like during the _Normandy_ 
meeting. Major Alenko and Lieutenant-Commander Williams took places 
on the edge of the room opposite of the two UNSC Spartans that had 
quietly entered into the room once the Alliance entourage had 
entered . 

"Admiral Lasky, this is Admiral Ines Lindholm, head of the Alliance 
First Fleet. Since she wasn't present for the meeting aboard the 
_Normandy_, I would greatly appreciate if we could go over 
introductions one more time." 

"Of course." said Lasky, nodding in understanding. "I'm Admiral 
Thomas Lasky, commander of all UNSC forces in this area. To my right 
are my subcommanders. Captain Skyheit and Lieutenant-Colonel 
Dare . " 

"Right. Well to my right is Admiral Ines Lindholm, commander of the 
Alliance First Fleet. To my left is Commander John Shepard, Captain 
of the SSV_ Normandy_, the vessel we had met on before. And I'm 
Admiral Steven Hackett, commander of the Alliance Fifth Fleet, and 
head of all Alliance military forces. What's left of them at least." 
said Hackett bluntly. 

Lasky 's neutral expression turned sympathetic. "I'm sorry." 

"Mmm." grunted Hackett. The graying Alliance Admiral raised his gaze 
from the smooth oaken table and looked Lasky right in the eyes, 
piercing ice-blue against Lasky 's own hard brown. 

"Admiral, I'm not a negotiator. I'm not a politician. I'm a soldier, 
and I serve the Alliance. It is my duty to ensure not only the 
survival of the Alliance military, but also of Humanity in general. 
And right now, survival is foremost on my mind. I asked for this 
meeting to be held for only two reasons. The first is to discuss how 
to get out of the Sol system, and where to go from there. The second 
a€" " Hackett paused. This was the _real_ reason why he wanted to 
hold this meeting. " a€" to do whatever the hell it takes to get you 



and your ships supporting us in this war." 

Lasky blinked. He was not expecting Hackett to be this... direct. 

"Ah, I'm sure we can figure out a plan for getting out of the Sol 
system, but as far as entering the war goes I'm afraid a€" " 

Hackett cut him off. "I know what you're going to say. That this 
isn't your fight, and this isn't your problem. That you don't want to 
risk your already limited ships and crew in a conflict you didn't ask 
to be involved in. That you aren't even supposed to be here, that 
this isn't even your _galaxy_. " 

The room was dead-silent. Hackett made it a point to look into the 
eyes of everyone on the opposite side of the table. "Well you're here 
now!" he said a little louder than he intended. "And we need 
help! " 

Hackett ' s gaze returned to the table and the emotions on his face a€" 
anger, solemn sadness, desperation a€" were laid before all to see. 

"I just presided over the most disastrous military defeat in human 
history. Fifty-seven percent losses in space alone. Sixty-three ships 
destroyed in one battle. Eight-thousand and fifty-four dead. And 
that's just in space. How many dead on the ground? Thousands? 

Hundreds of thousands? Millions even? How many did we leave behind 
when _I _gave the order to retreat, the order to abandon our 
homeworld? " 

"The Reaper's ran right over us. There was absolutely no way we could 
have stood a chance conventionally. At least, not until you showed 
up. Ships whose weapons can shatter Reapers with a single volley, 
while being able to withstand blows that cleave our own ships in 
half . " 

Hackett looked back to Lasky, who was staring at him intently. 
"Admiral Lasky. I don't know how or why your UNSC is here, but I do 
know this. You're human, and I'm human. And _this _Humanity needs 
your support. Because without it we're looking at extinction. I'll do 
whatever it takes. Whatever you want, supplies, intelligence, any 
condition you can think of, you name it. As long as we can get your 
help against the Reapers." 

Lasky 's mind was racing a thousand miles a minute. Almost every 
condition that he was going to try to get met Hackett had just 
offered him on a silver platter. He and Dare had theorized that the 
Alliance would be desperate, but not _this _desperate. Although, 
based on the thrashing the Alliance had taken at the hands of the 
Reapers, Lasky probably shouldn't have been surprised. In truth 
though, it wasn't like the UNSC was unfamiliar with the rather 
hopeless situation the Alliance now found itself in. Even so, Lasky 
was hesitant to rush headlong into what could be another long, bloody 
and very desperate war. 

The UNSC Admiral cleared his throat before speaking. If he was going 
to enact his plan, he would have to do it now. "I'll admit Admiral, 
before your arrival we talked about our situation and how... 
reluctant we were to think of drawing ourselves into this conflict. I 
need to establish that the first and foremost concern in my mind is 
finding a way to get me people home." 


"Which is extremely understandable." acknowledged Hackett. 



"I am glad you agree. But as far as your other offers go, if we're 
going to be stuck in a galaxy at war, it certainly wouldn't hurt to 
have allies." said Lasky. 

The change in Hackett ' s facial expression was almost palpable. "Are 
you saying that you'll accept a military alliance between us?" 

Lasky responded quickly. He had debated on this enough. "Yes. But 
_only_ if our specific terms are met." 

"Like I said, you name it." said Hackett. 

"As far as supplies go, we're okay for now. But if we're here for an 
extended amount of time, we might need help concerning food and 
medical supplies. Also, we want help looking for a way back to our 
own galaxy. Lastly, any military action you want our ships to take 
against the Reapers will have to be authorized by me." 

"Of course." agreed Hackett. 

"Alright. We can work out the finer details of our arrangement later. 
Now what is this you said earlier about a plan to escape the system?" 
asked Lasky. 

"Well, we might have problem there. According to our last scans, 
there were about thirty Reaper ships guarding the Mass Relay, the 
structure we use for rapid intergalact ic travel. Those would need to 
be taken out before we can move through and escape the system. From 
there, we can make the jump one of our adjacent systems." 

"Thirty Reapers shouldn't be a problem given our combined strength 
right now." said Lasky. "As long as they don't get any reinforcements 
from in-system, we should be able to punch a hole in order to allow 
your ships to get through. But this raises the question, why take the 
risk and use these Mass Relay's at all? Don't you have some ship 
borne method of faster than light travel?" 

"Yes we do, we use it to make short jumps to systems adjacent to the 
main Relay system. But the distance between Relays is too large to 
use conventional FTL in a timely manner." said Hackett. 

"Well, how fare is the distance between this systems ' s Relay and the 
one you wish to travel to?" asked Dare 

"A little under fifteen-hundred light years." answered 
Hackett . 

Lasky and Dare shared a confused look. "Only fifteen-hundred? That's 
just a day-and-a-half ' s travel." said Dare. 

Every jaw on the Alliance side of the table dropped. "A 
day-and-a-half!?" sputtered Admiral Lindholm. 

"Yes, by our current specs we can get about a thousand light years 
per day out of our drives. Why the surprise? How fast is your 
conventional FTL?" asked Lasky. 

"Our fastest ship. Commander Shepard's _Normandy_, can only travel 
_twenty_ light years per day using conventional FTL. Standard FTL 



speeds among most of the Council races is anywhere from fifteen to 
eighteen. Our scientist's estimates put the Reaper's capability at 
around twice that." said Hackett . 

"Well. That's a goddamn tactical advantage if I've ever seen one." 
stated Captain Skyheit. 

"In more ways than one." said Hackett. "The Reapers may be more 
advanced than us, but they still operate off of our basic 
technological principles, just at a much higher level. Even they are 
bound to the Relays for rapid travel throughout the galaxy. But 
you... you won't be. You can bypass the chokepoints that the Relays 
create and appear and disappear in any system anywhere you like. With 
your help we could establish forward bases off the grid that are 
relatively safe from Reaper reprisal." 

"It seems like the perfect complement to the guerilla style warfare 
we are going to have to wage against the numbers the Reaper's 
possess." said Lasky. 

"You have no idea." agreed Hackett. 

"I think it will certainly open up a bevy of new opportunities. But 
for right now, we should focus on escaping the system." suggested 
Lasky . 

"Agreed. The Alliance forces can be ready to move out within the 
hour." said Hackett. 

"The same for us." nodded Lasky. 

"Excellent. But before that, there's one more matter we should 
address." said Hackett. 

"What's that?" asked Lasky. 

"It concerns the Council. The governing body of our galaxy, composed 
of representatives from each of the four dominant galactic 
races . " 

"What about it?" 

"Well, once the Relay is clear I'm sending Commander Shepard straight 
to the Citadel, the space station that serves as the Council's seat 
of power and the heart of our galaxy. Shepard will be serving as a 
representative of the Systems Alliance, and he's going to try to get 
support from the Council races in our fight against the Reapers. What 
we need to know is this: Do you want Shepard to mention your, uh, 
'existence' to the Council?" 

"No." answered Lasky. Turning back to Hackett, he continued, "No. I 
think it's best if our presence goes unannounced for now. I have a 
strong feeling it would only serve to cause unneeded 
confusion . " 

Hackett nodded in understanding. "Did you hear that Commander?" 

"Yes sir. Not a word about our new allies." said Shepard. His brow 
then furrowed in obvious worry. "But I don't think their presence 
will remain unknown for long. Especially if the Salarian STG get's 



wind . " 


Hackett sighed. "We'll deal with that bridge when we cross it. For 
now keep a lid on the UNSC as best you can." 

"Aye Sir." Shepard acknowledged. 

Just then, Lasky got an idea. "Admiral Hackett, if Shepard is the 
Systems Alliance acting representative, does that make the _Normandy_ 
into a sort of quasi-diplomat ic vessel?" 

Hackett scratched his stubble. "Hmm. I suppose it does." 

"Well in that case, I'd like to make a request to place a token 
number of UNSC personnel on the _Normandy_." said Lasky. 

Hackett ' s brows furrowed. "Could I ask why?" 

"If the _Normandy _will serve diplomatic purposes as well, and based 
on the fact that eventually our presence will become moreaClwell 
known, I think it would make sense to have UNSC representatives on 
board when that time comes." Representation wasn't the only reason 
Lasky had to making the request. Having UNSC eyes in one of the 
Alliance's most important vessels certainly wouldn't hurt, as it 
would allow him to keep up to date with Alliance actions. 

Hackett looked to Shepard. "It's your ship Commander, what do you 
think?" 

"I'm not sure. I'd say it depends on who would be accompanying us. 

The _Normandy_'s a military vessel. I don't want to have to take care 
of civilians." said the Commander. 

"Admiral Lasky, I think I have the perfect person in mind." said 
Captain Skyheit. 

"By all means Captain." ushered Lasky. 

"Doctor Margaret Woods, she's attached to the _Yorktown_ as one of 
the heads of our science department. She has three Phd's, one in 
xenobiology, one in physics, and one in diplomacy of all things. She 
been a civilian contractor for the UNSC for almost ten years now, and 
she just recently finished a stint with ONI. So she knows how to 
handle herself." 

Lasky looked to Shepard. "How does that sound Commander?" 

Shepard thought for a moment before saying, "I think I can work with 
someone like that." 

"Very good. I'll let her know of her reassignment immediately." said 
Skyheit . 

"Captain Skyheit I will admit, as capable as Doctor Woods sounds, I'm 
not too partial to the idea of leaving her alone on the _Normandy_. 

No offense Commander." 

"None taken Admiral, but I assure you my crew and I will be able to 
provide more than enough protection to Doctor Woods." 



"Just in case though, I'd like to offer to place one of my best 
soldiers under Commander Shepard's command, in order to further 
insure the protection of Doctor Woods." 

Shepard raised an eyebrow, which Lasky interpreted as a question to 
who he was talking about. 

"You two are already familiar with each other in fact." said Lasky. 

He then looked towards the taller of the two UNSC Spartans on the 
opposite wall. "Master Chief?" 

Looking stoic as ever in his fully-sealed armor suit, the Master 
Chief took a short step forwards, the gaze of his helmet turning 
between Admiral Lasky and Commander Shepard. "Sir?" 

"I want you on the _Normandy _with Doctor Woods and Commander 
Shepard." said Lasky. 

"But sir, what about my team?" asked the Spartan. 

"I think Spartan-104 is more than capable of assuming the duties of 
Blue-Leader, don't you?" 

"Yes sir." answered the Master Chief, although Lasky thought he 
detected the slightest hint of hesitation in his voice. 

"Good. Commander Shepard?" 

Shepard nodded his head almost enthusiastically. "I'm sure as hell 
not going to turn down gaining as effective a soldier as the Master 
Chief. I ' d be happy to have him aboard." 

Shepard turned to Hackett . "There is one more thing though sir. The 
_Normandy_ is missing its second shuttle and pilot, she was on shore 
leave when the Reapers first arrived." 

Hackett frowned. "I don't know Commander, stealth Kodiak's like the 
one's _Normandy _is issued, along with pilots trained to use them, 
are hard to come by regularly. And with the losses we just 
took ..." 

"I believe we could help there as well." said Lasky. "The _Infinity_ 
has a squadron of stealth-capable gunship-troop transports. I ' d be 
happy to loan the _Normandy_ one, along with the two pilots needed to 
fly and maintain it. Consider it a gesture of trust." 

"That's very generous of you Admiral." said Hackett. 

Lasky just nodded. "Now if there's nothing else we need to take care 
of right now, there's a Relay to assault. Let's get to it." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 
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A wisp of light gray smoke rose lazily into the large room's air, but 
was soon lost amidst the brilliant red and blue light originating 
from the pulsating star that seemed to rest just outside the vast, 
curving viewport . 



with an almost inaudible sigh, the Illusive Man brought his small 
cigarette down to his mouth and inhaled once again. He savored the 
smoky sensation in his mouth for just a brief moment, then exhaled 
the buildup in a perfectly controlled, even wave of smoke. 

His piercing blue eyes surveyed the still, seemingly floating image 
in front of him, darting back and forth with almost mechanical 
precision . 

"Play it again." 

As his voice echoed off of the far off dark walls of the chamber, the 
image went to static, then a second later reappeared playing as a 
video . 

It was footage from Dr. Eva, this particular segment starting with 
her local transfer of data from the Mars Prothean Beacon. The video 
was so clear that the Illusive Man could read every piece of 
information on the terminal Eva was working at, which he had 
actually, seven times now. That was the number of times he had 
replayed the segment. 

The video continued to where Eva was stumbled upon by one of 
Shepard's men. Major Kaiden Alenko his sharp mind recalled, and the 
Illusive Man watched again as the Major was incapacitated by Eva's 
kick to his midriff. But that wasn't the part of the recording he was 
interested in. 

The recording played on, with Dr. Eva now following her order to 
attempt to evade Shepard and escape to a waiting Cerberus shuttle. 

She should have succeeded too, as her transport platform was built to 
be tougher, faster and more mobile than any species in the 
galaxy . 

Or at least, _was_ the fastest. Eor the seventh time in the span of a 
few minutes, the Illusive Man watched as Dr. Eva turned her head, 
only to see a towering humanoid figure in bulky green armor sprinting 
towards her, and _easily_ closing the distance. 

The footage rattled and shook as Eva was tackled to the ground, then 
stabilized, the hexagonal orange reflective visor of the armored 
being's helmet reflecting Eva's artificial facial features just a few 
inches away. 

Not seconds after Shepard and his squadmates, along with _another_ of 
those armored beings surrounded the restrained Dr. Eva, weapons 
drawn. The recording then promptly ended in static, highly suggesting 
that Eva had been disabled. 

After a moment of looking at the static, the Illusive Man closed away 
the video with a swipe of his hand. On the left armrest of his chair 
he reached for his glass of scotch, the pair of ice cubes clinking as 
he brought it to his thin lips. As he savored the drink his mind went 
back to the questions that he had been asking himself ever since he 
saw the video. 

Who were those armored figures? Considering their size, and bulk, the 
Illusive Man assumed that they were soldiers. But since when did the 
Alliance have soldiers capable of running up to fifty kilometers per 
hour? Gene modification or cybernetic enhancement? The Alliance had 



been using these techniques to make more physically able personnel 
for decades now, Cerberus, even more heavily. But enhancements that 
would allow someone to reach such speeds, were unheard of. Cerberus 
scientists haven't even come close to that sort of achievement, and 
his operatives in Alliance R&D departments have reported the 
same . 

Maybe the Alliance had developed these new enhancements away from his 
network, or a€" 

The Illusive Man abruptly stopped. He was limiting himself to this 
certain train of thought and not considering different possibilities. 
Just because they were with Shepard didn't mean anything, the two 
soldiers might not even be Alliance at all. 

In fact, they probably weren't. Just the design of their armor 
suggested that, as the sharp angles and heavy plate was far different 
from the rounded edges and relatively thin plate of standard Alliance 
armor. Their weapons were intriguingly different as well, the sleek 
silver elongated rifles not in the slightest mimicking any designs 
common in human weapons; they resembled the Asari style more than 
anything else. 

As one part of his mind continued to ponder that issue, another 
concerned itself with the loss of Dr. Eva and the Mars Prothean 
Archive date. 

While Dr. Eva itself wasn't a substantial loss, he had been counting 
on getting to that data and securing it for Cerberus before the 
Alliance did. Despite how advanced Dr. Eva was, her 'body' didn't 
have the technological infrastructure to transfer that large of an 
amount of raw data over intergalact ic distances. Now that it was in 
Shepard's hands, he would be much more hard-pressed to figure what 
information it contained. That meant that the Alliance could have a 
potential advantage over Cerberus, which he couldn't allow. 

Then of course, there was the Reaper situation. According to his last 
reports, after the Reaper armada had blasted through Batarian space 
they made a beeline towards Earth. He didn't know much after that, 
though he had a couple of operatives embedded into the Alliance 
fleet. If they're still alive, they should be reporting soon... 

His thoughts were interrupted by the distinctly quick double-click of 
high-heels some distance behind him. The Illusive Man didn't bother 
to turn around, he already knew who was approaching. 

"Sir, a report from our Alliance operative has just arrived." said a 
feminine, distinctly Australian voice. 

The Illusive Man frowned. He had three operatives embedded into the 
Alliance Eifth fleet, and one in the Second, which he knew were both 
stationed in the Sol system. "Only one?" 

"Yes sir. All the other three have missed their scheduled report 
times . " 

"Hmm. That is unfortunate. Which one reported?" he asked 
"Operative Leng." replied the woman. 



"Ah. Perhaps not as unfortunate as I had first thought." said the 
Illusive Man. 

Operative Kai Leng was a young Alliance Marine Lieutenant who 
Cerberus had recruited a couple of years ago after Sovereign and the 
Geth ' s attack on the Citadel. Just a Corporal then, Leng had shown 
remarkable potential, rising quickly within the Alliance ranks and 
providing Cerberus with vast amounts of intelligence on Alliance 
inner workings along the way. Currently he was stationed on the SSV 
_Kiliman jaro_, and seeing how the ship was the flagship of the 
leading Alliance leader Admiral Steven Hackett, he was by far in the 
most valuable position in the fleet for Cerberus' purposes. 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw a datapad obtruding over his 
shoulder, and he gently set down his whiskey on the arm of his chair 
before taking it. He took a brief glimpse of the datapad' s contents, 
and was pleased to see that like the majority of Leng's reports they 
were quite... extensive. Knowing that it would take some time to 
thoroughly examine the data, his eyes flicked to his whiskey, 
frowning when he found it was less than half full. 

"Flag all intelligence reports regarding Alliance military 
operations. Commander Shepard, and Reaper activities as priority one. 
All sleeper agents on the Citadel are now to begin active 
intelligence gathering and recruiting operations. Quadruple the 
budgets for weapons and armor research and manufacturing, genetic and 
cybernetic enhancements, combat training, and shipbuilding. Also, 
have someone bring me another drink. A scotch this time, from my 2046 
Irish Reserve." 

"Right away sir. Is there anything else you require?" 

"Yes. You are to depart immediate for the Citadel as well, prepare 
for an extended stay. Commander Shepard is most likely going to try 
to go to the Council to discuss the Reaper threat. Get into contact 
with him, see if you can't find out anything we don't already know. 

He should be quick to trust you given your past history together 
against the Collectors, and will not know about your reinstatement 
with Cerberus . " 

"I could approach him under the guise that I'm being pursued by 
Cerberus assassins. Not only would it trigger his natural protection 
instinct, but it would also add a sense of urgency to our meetings. 
Both would make him more susceptible to revealing 
information . " 

"Excellent. That will be all Miranda, you are dismissed." said the 
Illusive Man. 

There was a slight rush of air as Operative Lawson pivoted and walked 
away, the sharp clicks of her heels echoing throughout the room. When 
they faded completely, the Illusive Man settled back into his chair 
and brought the datapad up to his eyes, hued in the vibrant light of 
the now blue star. 

He had a lot of work to do. 
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><pXstrong>Chapter 9: Relay Assault<strong> 

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, Main Hangar Deck** 

**Sol System** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

Despite having served on her for years now, the Master Chief still 
couldn't help but be impressed at the size of the _Infinity_'s 
primary hangar. 

The space was absolutely gargantuan, with a height of over 
three-hundred meters and spanning the width and length of almost the 
entire _Infinity_. Thousands of personnel could be seen attending to 
the hundreds of vehicles and spacecraft dotting the hangar floor. 
Given the recent space battle, a majority of the craft receiving 
repair and rearmament were nimble Broadsword fighters or Sabre heavy 
bombers, but the Chief's heightened eyesight could pick out a number 
of Pelican troop transports being cared to as well. Just a few dozen 
meters to his left he saw a Broadsword fighter with a large white 
decal on the side that said "HINGE-HEAD HUNTER" being lowered via 
elevator into the almost equally expansive vehicle storage bay one 
deck below, where nearly all of _Infinity_'s vehicular complement was 
stored when not engaged in active operations. There was enough space 
for two full divisions with spare parts to last for years on a combat 
footing . 

A few meters above the bustling activity of the hangar floor floated 
the occasional Huragok, darting in to quickly fix or improve 
something, then retreating back to their over-watch position. It was 
widely accepted throughout the UNSC leadership that the Huragok were 
the most important acquisition they had recovered from ONI Research 
Eacility Trevelyan, their inborn ability to almost instantly 
understand not only how a piece of technology worked, but also how to 
improve it, an absolutely _immense_ advantage to say the least. 
Through the UNSC's almost frantic encouragement to the Huragok to 
reproduce, what started as only less than a dozen a couple of years 
ago was now over a thousand today. Granted nearly half of them were 
stationed on the _Infinity_, there were now enough for every ship in 
the UNSC fleet to have at least one, two or three for larger 



vessels . 


Far above the floating technological savants were the ten sets of 
large docking clamps attached to the ceiling that would have held in 
place the _Infinity_'s Strident Frigate contingent, but whose 
emptiness now just contributed even more to the feeling of vastness 
of the hangar bay. 

"They're talking about you Chief." said Cortana playfully into his 
ear . "Again . " 

"I know." said Chief. The AI was referring to the group of six 
green-vested hangar personnel standing next to a few substantial 
stacks of supply crates, talking to each other in hushed tones. It 
was a common oversight actually, a majority of people didn't know 
just how improved Spartan-II's senses really were. They _shouldn't_ 
know really, given how that kind of information is still highly 
classified. Though the group might have been too far away for his 
bare ears, the audio receptors in his helmet allowed him to hear 
their conversation about him as if he was standing right next to them 
although he was thirty meters away. 

Not that he hadn't heard it all before. Disbelief at the unclassified 
parts of his service record, pure amazement at the sight of him, 
skeptical rumors regarding whether he was 'really' human, jealousy, 
uncertainty. The words "hero", "savior", "robot", and "freak", were 
all commonplace. One thing he had noticed though, was that following 
the defeat of the Didact what he had been hearing about himself was 
getting more positive. Though the Chief rationally understood that 
the feats he had accomplished could very well be classified as 
'larger than life' and 'heroic', the increasing amount of praise 
still made him a bit uneasy. He was just a soldier doing what had to 
be done . 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw a tram quickly approaching, one 
of many speeding through the hangar on magrails that ferried 
personnel and cargo quickly from place to place. The tram stopped 
about a dozen meters away from him, and the door slid open. A woman 
stepped out, and as soon as she stepped onto the deck the door slid 
shut and the tram sped away. 

The Chief didn't need to turn his head to see the woman, the 
extra-peripheral micro-cameras in his helmet would have allowed him 
to see her just fine, but he did anyways in order to make sure his 
acknowledgment of her was known. 

"Doctor Woods." he said. 

"Master Chief." she replied back quietly, taking a place a couple 
meters away from him. 

Doctor Margaret Woods was tall for a woman, just under six feet, and 
had a thin, almost willowy figure. Light brown skin showed from 
beneath the simple tan blouse and pants she wore, and she intertwined 
her long, graceful fingers as she straightened herself. Thick, wavy 
black hair fell freely down just past her shoulders, while soft brown 
eyes the same color as her skin darted every which way, taking in the 
bustle of the hangar. She had nice facial features with a slender 
jawline and full lips, a few black-brown freckles dotting her face on 
the tops of her cheeks just below her eyes. 



Though the Master Chief knew that Woods was now technically a 
civilian, the files that Cortana had shown him of her past had 
surprised him, particularly her brief service with the Office of 
Naval Intelligence. It was for that reason why he certainly didn't 
fail to notice the M6 pistol along with two accompanying magazines 
strapped to the belt around her left hip, and the small octagonal 
personal hard-light barrier projector on her right hip. 

"Do we know when the _Normandy _will be here?" asked Woods, gesturing 
with a nod of her head towards the very large clear space in front of 
them where the _Normandy _would set down. 

Cortana answered her question, saying from the Chief's external audio 
speakers, "They'll be here in exactly nineteen seconds." 

Sure enough, nineteen seconds later to Chief's count, the pronged 
front nose of the _Normandy_ breached the blue atmospheric shield. 

The rest of the ship followed soon after, and Chief could hear her 
four engine nacelles whine as she came to a hover, extending some 
landing struts, and gently set herself down on the deck. 

The Chief had to admit, she was a good looking ship. Her segmented 
armored plating shone under the hangar bay lights and amplified the 
_Normandy_'s sharp curves, further enhancing the ship's look. To the 
Chief's trained eyes she strongly resembled the latest generation ONI 
Prowlers. Silent, invisible ' birds-of-prey ' that were the ever 
vigilant eyes and ears of the UNSC. So too with the Alliance it 
seemed, but one thing the _Normandy_ seemed to lack was the optical 
camouflage system the newest generation of Prowlers utilized. The 
Chief just hoped the ships vaunted stealth features would be 
enough . 

The _Normandy_'s forward facing hangar bay began to open, and the 
Chief noticed Dr. Woods start to indiscreetly rub her hands. She had 
a good reasons for being nervous. She would be embarking on a ship 
built and crewed by a separate, previously unheard of Humanity and 
come into contact with new alien species, all while having to 
represent the UNSC if needed. 

The Master Chief wasn't the slightest bit nervous. He wasn't happy 
when Lasky assigned him to Commander Shepard in order to, in his 
words "Protect UNSC interests, " but he would do what was ordered of 
him. Fred had proven to be more than capable of commanding Blue Team, 
and he had left them confident in their ability to deal with anything 
that came their way, just like they've always been able to. And from 
what he saw of Commander Shepard during the missions to extract him 
from their Earth and at the Research Base, he seemed like a solid, 
sensible leader who could get things done. 

Lastly, if events were to take a turn for the worst, he had Cortana, 
he had his armor, and he had a weapon he could rely on. That 
combination in itself had proven to be enough to overcome far worse 
foes than he thought these Reapers could ever be. 

After a brief second, he changed his train of thought. Though in 
space the Reapers had been less than impressive in their first 
engagement, and the ground mission to retrieve Commander Shepard 
hadn't proven terribly difficult either, it was likely they hadn't 
seen everything the Reapers could do. The UNSC and the Sangheili 



would no longer have the element of surprise. Their enemy now had a 
rough understanding of their capabilities and would adapt 
accordingly, and if these Reapers were even half as insidious as 
Commander Shepard claimed they were then they were sure to unleash a 
few surprises they likely had in store. It was not a prospect he 
looked forward too. 

But in some ways the UNSC found itself in an unnervingly familiar 
situation. Yet again at war with an unrelenting enemy that would 
never stop, never tire and would never relent in the face of any 
opposition no matter the odds. In that way these Reapers were very 
much like the most fanatical of the Covenant. It wasn't a comparison 
he relished but one that ironically brought him a sense 
of a€ 1 certainty , of familiarity, and with themaC 1 grim 
determination . 

He was once more in his element at the forefront of this war. Once 
again the Human race found itself in the crosshairs of an implacable 
alien enemy who thought themselves unassailable, the masters of life 
and death. He would disabuse them of that notion. And he would bring 
the fight to them in the same way he did to the Covenant and the 
Flood . 

Once the _Normandy_'s bay ramp had fully extended to the ground, five 
figures stepped out which Chief quickly recognized. Major Alenko, 
Lieutenant-Commander Williams, and Lieutenant Vega were dressed in 
what looked like gray-and black Battle Dress Uniforms, and all three 
were looking around the massive _Infinity_ hangar with wide eyes and 
open mouths. The blue-skinned Asari they had picked up on Mars, Dr. 
T'soni he recalled, was still wearing her blue and white lab coat and 
looked just as awed as the others. Then there was of course Commander 
Shepard, dressed in a slightly different style of BDU ' s with gold 
bars on the collar and shoulder. The Chief saw him take a couple of 
glances around the hangar, but his tight-lipped, grim expression 
didn't change. 

The Commander started towards the Chief, and the rest of his group 
followed behind him. The Master Chief started walking as well, 
gesturing Dr. Woods to do the same. The two groups met midway, and 
Shepard extended a hand towards the Chief, which he shook. 

"It's good to see you again Master Chief. I look forwards to being 
able to work with you in the future." he said, looking up into 
Chief's faceplate. 

"Likewise Commander." replied the Spartan. 

Shepard turned towards Dr. Woods and made to shake her hand as well. 
"Doctor Woods I presume?" 

Woods returned the shake, saying "You are correct . " 

"I've thoroughly read the file your Captain Skyheit sent on you, and 
I'm very impressed. You seem like a very capable individual, and it 
will be my pleasure to have you on the _Normandy_. " he said. 

"Thank you Commander..." said Woods a bit absentmindedly , whose eyes 
had shifted to a figure behind Shepard. The Commander followed her 
eyes and twisted around, then smirked when he saw she was gazing at 
Liara . 



On her part Liara, turned her head from her amazed observations of 
the _Infinity_ hangar back to the meet and greet and saw Dr. Woods 
staring right at her. Liara blinked a couple of times, then saw over 
Dr. Woods' shoulder how the six cargo personnel were staring at her 
the same way. 

Shepard noticed this and smirked, asking, "What's the matter? Never 
seen an alien before?" 

Woods slowly shook her head and looked back to Shepard. "No we 
certainly have, just uh, not any that looks so... _similar_ to us. It 
takes a little getting used to." 

Shepard nodded in understanding. "Right." he said, pointing to the 
stacks of cargo crates a couple dozen meters away. "What's in 
those? " 

"Various munitions and small arms, communicat ions gear, my suit's 
upkeep systems, a few UNSC armor sets, food rations, medical 
supplies, maintenance tools." said the Master Chief. "However, most 
of that is ammunition for the gunship." 

The Commander nodded. Turning to the six green-vested cargo crewmen, 
he called "Alright, you can start loading that into our shuttle bay. 
We marked out a space to put it. James link up with Cortez and 
oversee it . " 

"Can do Commander." replied the Marine. As Vega started walking 
alongside the cargo crew and their hover-trolly bound crates, Shepard 
could hear him mutter under his breath, "_Dios mio _this place is 
gigantic ..." 

"Speaking of the gunship, where is it exactly?" asked Shepard, 
looking around with his eyebrows furrowed. 

Just as he said that, there was a slight vibration followed by a loud 
mechanical whirring sound. About twenty meters away a substantial 
portion of the hangar deck slid away, and from new gap the very top 
of a UNSC Pelican started to emerge. 

A few seconds later the entire Pelican was revealed as the elevator 
completed its ascension, along with two men standing near the nose of 
the craft dressed in blue-and-gold flight suits. 

Shepard whistled in admiration at the craft. "Man, you guys don't 
mess around." 

Indeed, the G79H-TC/MA Pelican Heavy Assault Gunship was a sight to 
behold. To say it was armed to the teeth was an understatement. 
Embedded into the nose was a dual GAU/54 30mm MBHRC Minigun and M8C 
Grindell/Galilean Nonlinear Cannon turret system, the craft's main 
forward mounted weapons. On the port and starboard sides were two 
remotely controlled 7.62mm M247T machine guns, while another crew 
served one could be deployed form the Back Bay ramp. To top it all 
off, two ANVIL missile pods were attached under each of the Pelican's 
two stubby wings. The heavy armament was not the only place that this 
variant different from the regular series of Pelican troop 
transports. Instead of the usual pronounced curves evident in normal 
Pelicans, this gunship 's fuselage had almost none, replacing them 



with sharp, angled lines and edges. 

"You're damn right we don't," one of the flight-suited men stepped 
forwards and called in a loud, distinctively Scottish voice. The man 
had scruffy dirty blonde hair that fell just around his ears and 
bright blue eyes. He let out a wide smile revealing almost shining 
white teeth and started to speak again. "This beauty here is the 
G7 9H-TC/MA-_S _Pelican Heavy Assault Gunship. The 'S' stands for 
stealth. You are looking at _the _cutting edge of UNSC aerial fire 
support and stealth operations technology." 

"And I get to fly her." he said, stepping towards the Commander still 
smiling and shaking his hand firmly. "Flight Sergeant Samuel Dolton, 
reporting for duty Commander." 

Dolton stepped back and Shepard now saw that his companion had 
followed him over. This man was a bit shorter than the six foot 
looking Dolton, Shepard would have guessed that he was around 5 feet 
five inches. He had dark brown eyes and short black hair, and his 
facial features strongly suggested he was of Asian descent. 

"Senior Airman Koran Cehack, reporting for duty." he introduced, 
bringing his right arm up in a crisp salute, which Shepard returned. 
"I look forward to having this opportunity to work with you 
again . 

Shepard's face reflected his confusion. "Again?" 

Dolton nodded his head at Shepard. "Yeah. We were the two pilots sent 
to extract you. And it would have gone smoothly Koran here hadn't 
gotten his Korean ass kicked by that Keaper suicide fighter and 
FUBAKed the mission." It was just a jib as Dolton smiled again and 
lightly elbowed Cehack in the arm, yet the Korean pilot frowned. 

"I didn't know he was going to charge me like that, if I had just 
been a little faster a€" " started Cehack 

Shepard held up a hand and Cehack stopped. "Don't worry about it. 

What matters is that we got everybody out alive." 

Cehack simply nodded. His smile replaced by a more neutral 
expression, Dolton said, "Well regardless, that's one of the reasons 
why Lasky assigned me to pilot this bad boy, the other being good 
rank superiority." 

"Yeah yeah," said Cehack. "I think I'll have more fun as the gunner 
anyways, have you seen the weapons she's sporting?" 

"I dunno Koran, do you know how many stars I've wished on to be able 
to fly one of these things when I first heard of em?" 

"We serve on a spaceship Sam, you see stars 
everyday . " 

"Exactly . " 

"Lasky personally assigned you?" asked Shepard, cutting into the 
two's banter. 


"Yeah." answered Dolton. "He figured that you'd be more comfortable 



with pilots you've already worked with before, or at least that's 
what we were told. Besides, this beauty would have gone to waste 
anyways . " 

"What do you mean?" asked the Alliance Commander. 

"This particular Pelican was just going to be delegated to 
spare-parts cannibalization if needed. A complete waste if you ask 
me, considering that the _Infinity_'s internal fabricator can make 
almost anything anyone could ever want." said Cehack. 

"It seems that we got lucky then." said Shepard. "So I take it you 
two know each other pretty well?" 

The two pilots shared a quick look before Dolton turned his head back 
to Shepard and said, "Hell, me and Koran go way back. How long now? 
Seven, eight years?" 

"Yeah, something like that. Ever since Reach." 

"Yeah. Ever since Reach..." 

Shepard noticed how the two's smiles faded and their expressions 
became grimly neutral. He instantly understood. It was the look of a 
soldier remembering a past battle, reminiscing not only on what had 
been lost, but also what could have been saved. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Shepard saw a green-vested _Infinity_ 
crewman flagging him down. "All loaded up sir." he said. 

"Thank you." Shepard nodded. He then turned to address the UNSC and 
Alliance personnel around him. "Alright everyone, we should get 
moving. Dolton, Cehack, fire up that bird and get it into our hangar 
bay, we've got a space marked out for you as well. Then report to 
Lieutenant Cortez so we can being ironing out any kinks in the 
different procedures our two organizations might have. He'll also get 
you squared away on bunk space. Normandy is a small ship so space is 
tight. As for the rest of you, let's get embarked and prepare to get 
underway. The grand tour might have to wait until we're en route to 
the Citadel, Hackett has been telling me that the Relay Assault will 
be launched at any moment." 

A chorus of "Yes Commander." and "Right away sir." met his ears, and 
Shepard himself spun on his heels and started to make for the insides 
of the _Normandy._ 

"Wait! Commander, there's one more thing." 

While the others in the Alliance/UNSC group kept moving, Shepard 
stopped and turned around, brows raised. He saw Dr. Woods had an arm 
raised in his direction, and he asked, "What is it Doctor?" 

"Just wait." she said, a smile breaking out on her lips. Then, much 
to Shepard's surprise. Woods gave a quick, three-tone whistle. After 
a brief second, she did it again. 

Shepard was about to ask what the hell she was doing before he saw 
something approaching in the air out of the corner of his eye. When 
he turned his head he couldn't help but open his eyes wide in both 
surprise, and amusement. 



The creature had a small, eel-like blue head attached to a large, 
bulbous body covered in what looked like a number of dark-purple 
sacs. Four long, thin tentacles extended from under the main body 
along what appeared to be a tail that looked much like the head, 
minus the six black eyes. 

"Great, a Hanar." muttered Shepard, or as _he _called them, 'big, 
stupid jellyfish'. 

"This magnificent creature is called 'Slightly Too Heavy'." said 
Woods. "His proper species name is ' Huragok ' , but most of us just 
call them Engineers." 

"Engineers huh?" said Shepard. 

"Yes. These little guys are technological geniuses, they can fix and 
improve nearly anything." said Woods. Her inner xenobiologist was 
showing, based on her excited tone of voice and body 
language . 

"Anything?" asked Shepard, skeptical. 

"It would be easier to just show you." said Woods. The Doctor took 
the pistol off of her belt and held it in the direction of the 
Huragok, then gave another quick flurry of whistles. 

What happened next caused Shepard's jaw to drop open. The Huragok ' s 
front two tentacles suddenly split into thousands of hair thin 
follicles, then took hold of the M6D . In the span of about second the 
Engineer had completely dismantled the pistol into thousands of 
miniscule pieces of metal, then reassembled it in a blur of hyperfast 
movement. If Shepard had blinked he would have missed it. 

Slightly Too Heavy held the whole pistol back to Woods and she took 
it gently, placing it back in the holster on her belt. Then, the 
Huragok waved his front two tentacles at Woods in a series of quick, 
precise movements and symbols that Shepard guessed represented some 
form of communicat ion . 

"He says that he's reduced the kickback of the pistol by 6.7 percent 
by recalibrating the internal recoil dampening system." said Woods, 
confirming Shepard's theory. 

"Can I try?" asked Shepard, pointing to his own pistol. 

"I don't see why not." smiled Woods. 

Shepard unholstered his Carnifex and flipped it around in the air so 
that he was offering it handle-first to the Huragok. 

The creature tilted its head at Shepard's offering, then floated over 
to him. Once it got close, the Engineer let out a series of 
enthusiastic sounding whistles and tweets before taking Shepard's 
Carnifex in his two front tentacles. However, instead of instantly 
dismantling the weapon like it had with Woods' pistol Slightly Too 
Heavy observed it for a few seconds, holding it with one tentacle 
while the other brushed up and down its surface. 

As fast as it had done before, the Huragok took apart Shepard's 



Carnifex into a thousand tiny pieces. The biological supercomputer 
observed the new technology, using its micro-filament interfaces to 
probe the ins and outsides of the parts in its tentacles. In just a 
couple of seconds, the Huragok completely understood every complex 
theory and scientific principle behind the inner workings of the gun, 
from the thermal clip heat sink system to the internal Mass Effect 
fields which accelerated the projectile to lethal velocities. Then, 
just as quickly as it had taken it apart, the Engineer reassembled 
the Carnifex. Shepard thought the Huragok was finished at that, but 
he was proven quite wrong when the Engineer repeated the process 
again not once, but two more times. 

Einally satisfied. Slightly Too Heavy offered the pistol back to 
Shepard the same way the Commander had done to it. When Shepard 
hesitated to take it, the Huragok pointed to the pistol with one of 
his other tentacles. Taking the hint, he gently grasped the pistol in 
his hand, immediately noticing how much lighter it felt. As soon as 
the Carnifex left the Huragok ' s grasped, it started quickly signing 
to Woods once again. 

"He says, 'Increased magazine storage capacity by 25 percent. Recoil 
dampening system revamped and improved by 38 percent. Mass Effect 
field generators recalibrated to provide 28 percent higher velocity. 
Barrel rifling reworked to improve accuracy by 12.5 percent. 

Inef f iciencies and redundancies in design eliminated to reduce weight 
by 17 percent.'" translated Woods. 

"Incredible..." muttered Shepard, genuinely amazed that this creature 
had done in a few seconds what would have likely taken an Alliance 
tech months of attention to accomplish. What was equally impressive 
to him though was how Dr. Woods had managed to so quickly and 
accurately translate what seemed to be just waves of the Huragok ' s 
tentacles. "You understood what he was, uh, waving?" 

Woods smirked, "Of course I did. I would be an awfully ineffective 
diplomat _and_ xenobiologist if I didn't try to understand alien 
languages . " 

"Right. Well it, uh, he?" Shepard drew out his last word, not knowing 
the correct pronoun use when referring to the creature and hoping 
Woods would specify. 

"Technically an it because they have no specific gender, but we 
usually refer to them as male." corrected Woods. 

"Of course. Will 'he' be coming with us?" 

"Yes." answered Woods. "Lasky assigned him to me, knowing that we 
would need some way to repair and improve any of our tech that we 
bring along, like our weapons and armor." What Woods didn't tell 
Shepard was that main reason Lasky added Slightly Too Heavy to the 
delegation was so that it could learn the inner workings of every 
piece of technology aboard the _Normandy_ and store it for future 
UNSC understanding. 

"So is that all he does? Eix and improve things?" asked 
Shepard . 

"Roughly, yes. That's all Huragok really do actually. It's all they 
_want_ to do too, and considering how good they are at it we've been 



inclined to let them. Don't worry about having an insubordinate alien 
aboard your ship either, he'll do what I tell him to do." 


Though Shepard was slightly annoyed by the fact that this new 
addition was sprung on him without prior notice, he quickly 
determined that potential benefits of having a creature like this 
Engineer aboard outweighed the costs. Looking at his vastly improved 
Carnifex told him that much. Shepard was already thinking of a number 
of things that he could have this Engineer look at given some 
time . 

Shepard looked towards the Huragok, who was looking right back at 
him, neck curved down while he bobbed slightly up and down. "Alright. 
Welcome to the _Normandy_ Slightly Too Heavy." 

The Commander pursed his lips and put a hand to his chin. "Ya 
knowaC 1 that name is way too long. We need an abbreviation." 

"Any thoughts Commander?" asked Woods in amusement. 

Shepard thought for a moment before suggesting to the Slightly Too 
Heavy, "How about... Hev?" 
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xpxst rong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity * *_* *Bridge* * 

**Sol System** 

**March i****st****, 2186** 

"Admiral, all UNSC and Alliance ships in formation and awaiting your 
signal . " 

"Thank you Roland." acknowledged Admiral Thomas Lasky, pacing around 
the _Infinity_ Bridge's central holotable. At this moment that table 
was showing the exact positions of the UNSC, Alliance, and Sangheili 
forces. The UNSC ships were arranged in a semi-ovular curve, headed 
at the point by the _Infinity_ and Captain Skyheit ' s Valiant-class 
Super-Heavy Cruiser _Yorktown_. Interspersed throughout the rest of 
the UNSC line were Dare's ten-strong Strident Erigate force and the 
rest of Battlegroup _Yorktown_'s four Destroyers and six Erigates. 
Straightening the far left and right flanks of the curve were the 
next two strongest ships in the UNSC group, Battlegroup _Yorktown_'s 
two Marathon Cruisers 

_Dresden_ and _Ghosts of Onyx_. 

Eilling out the inside of the UNSC's protective curve were the 
combined remnants of the Alliance Eirst and Eifth fleets, about a 
hundred ships in total. There they would stay relatively shielded 
from Reaper fire while Lasky 's ships cleared the Relay, while at the 
same time offering fighter screening and long-range support fire if 
needed . 

Lasky frowned. Then, there were the Sangheili. 

A medium-sized distance away the five Sangheili ships were holding in 
a tight formation. Just a few minutes ago while the UNSC and Alliance 
ships were getting into position, Lasky had tried to establish 



contact with the _Shadow of Intent_ to let the Sangheili leadership 
know of the plan, but no one had answered. Instead he had left a 
text-based message outlining their course of action, along with their 
slipspace jump plan, in the hope that somebody would read 
it . 

"Alright, let's get this show on the road. Initiate fleet-wide FTL 
jump." ordered Lasky, taking a seat in his command chair and buckling 
himself in. 

"Roger. Slipspace jump in five... four... three... two... one." 

Roland counted down. 

At 'one, ' a swirling purple-black portal was opened in front of the 
_Infinity_, and the ship's engined surged her through the breach. 

They exited the ninth dimension nearly as soon as they entered it 
however, given how short the distance was from the rendezvous point 
to the Charon Mass Relay. 

The _Infinity_ shuddered slightly as it transitioned back to 
realspace, and the dozens of bridge displays lit up with the arrival 
of new data. Calm and orderly, Lasky 's bridge crew started relaying 
him information in the crisp, professional way that could only be 
found on a warship. 

"Sir, all UNSC and Alliance vessels are here and accounted for. No 
sign of the Sangheili." said Roland. 

"Thirty Reaper signatures detected in a rough formation around the 
Relay construct. Twelve Capital ship class, the other eighteen are 
the smaller Destroyers." said Lieutenant Lewis from her sensor 
console . 

"Ahead sixty percent. Keep the integrity of the formation." ordered 
Lasky, the _Infinity_'s deck shuddering as her engines responded to 
his word. 

"Sir, Sangheili vessel signatures appearing off of our left flank." 
added Lewis. 

Lasky raised his eyebrows. So, they decided to show up after all. 
"Jeffreys, can you contact them?" 

Lieutenant Jeffreys tapped away at his comms terminal for a couple of 
seconds, then frowned. "They're not responding sir." 

The corners of Lasky 's mouth turned downwards. "Of course they 
aren't." he muttered. More loudly he ordered, "Continue the advance 
as planned. Hernandez, status on targeting solutions?" 

"Targets have been locked and individual firing assignments have been 
sent to every ship's captain. Entering maximum weapons range in 
forty-five seconds at this pace." replied the _Infinity_'s weapons 
officer . 

Lasky tapped his datapad and brought up the fleet's targeting 
assignments in order to conform for himself what the Lieutenant had 
just told him. If all went according to plan, the UNSC's first salvo 
would absolutely devastate the approaching Reapers formation. As 
proven during the defense of the Systems Alliance's Earth, the 



_Infinity_'s two energy projectors and four Series-8 Heavy MAG's 
could _each_ destroy a Reaper Capital ship, which meant that half of 
the Reaper Capital ships present could be taken out of the fight by 
her alone. Then, though the Series-7 MACs on Skyheit ' s Valiant and 
Marathon Cruisers weren't as powerful as the _Inf inity_' s, the fact 
that they had two of them meant that each ship should be able to 
destroy another Reaper Capital ship as well, bringing the total up to 
nine . 

As for the UNSC's smaller ships, namely the _Infinity_'s ten Strident 
Frigates and Battlegroup _Yorktown's _six Paris Frigates and four 
Thermopylae Destroyers, Lasky assigned them to focus on the smaller 
Reaper Destroyers. Again, based on combat data from the defense of 
Earth it was shown that two Frigate MAC impacts led to the 
destruction of a Reaper Destroyer, so Lasky had paired up the fleet's 
frigates and assigned them to one Reaper each. The UNSC Thermopylae 
Destroyers were given individual targeting solutions due to the fact 
that they had two MAC cannons . 

In the best case scenario, the UNSC's first salvo would destroy nine 
out of the twelve Reaper Capital ships and twelve of the eighteen 
Reaper Destroyers. Once the first salvo impacted, the _Infinity_ 
along with Skyheit ' s Valiant Super-Heavy Cruiser and two Marathon 
Cruisers would advance ahead of the main group and utilize their 
stronger shielding to engage the remaining Reapers with secondary 
weapon systems while the rest of the fleet's MACs recycled. 

"Sir, Reaper formation readjusting..." started Roland. "They've 
changed into a staggered line. Destroyers in front acting as a screen 
for the Capital ships behind." 

"They're launching fighters Admiral." said Lewis calmly. 

Lasky looked at the main holotable to the mass of Alliance ships just 
inside the UNSC's protective curve. _Alright Hackett, now it's your 
turn_. 

"Sir, Alliance ships are launching fighters also." added 
Lewis . 

Lasky nodded in appreciation. He and Hackett had worked out an 
agreement to where the Alliance would provide the majority of the 
fighter support for this battle in exchange for the UNSC doing most 
of the heavy ship-to-ship fighting. "Good. Launch our own designated 
Broadsword and Sabre squadrons to reinforce them and get them all 
into a position to screen our forces." 

"Aye sir . " 

"Twenty seconds to weapons range." said Hernandez. 

"Uh, Admiral? The Sangheili vessels are accelerat ing ! " alerted 
Lewis . 

"Admiral, current plotting puts the Sangheili ships on a direct 
intercept course with the Reaper formation." said Roland, updating 
the holotable with an arrow showing the Sangheili 's path. 


"And right into our line of fire." growled Lasky. "Dammit Thel, what 
the hell are you doing? Roland!" 



"I've tried fifty times sir, they're not answering our hails." 
replied the AI . 

"Ten seconds to weapons range." 

"Sir, the Reapers are reorienting towards the Sangheili advance." 
relayed Lewis. 

"Five seconds." 

Lasky scowled. "Hold fire, full stop. Let's see what they do." 

As it turned out, they didn't have to wait long at all. 

From range the Sangheili ships opened up with their energy 
projectors, lighting the inky blackness of space with a number of 
bright white beams, one from each of the four CCS-Batt lecruisers , and 
two from each of the Super-Cruiser's and the _Shadow of Intent_'s 
forward mounts. In an instant the eight beams impacted their targets, 
individual Reaper Capital ships, with devastating effect. The searing 
white energy beams pierced through the Reaper's kinetic barriers like 
a needle through tissue paper, then lanced deep into the hull and out 
the other end. The Sangheili ships then ever-so-slight ly adjusted 
their course, causing their still active energy projectors to slice 
the Reaper ships to pieces. 

The brutality of the opening assault resulted in the dismantling of 
the Reaper formation, the remaining ships splitting off every which 
way in frantic evasive maneuvers. The Sangheili continued their 
advance, the Super-Cruiser firing another energy projector beam, 
halving yet another Reaper Capital ship. As soon as the light from 
the latest energy beam faded away, more replaced it in the form of 
twenty-four lances of boiling purple-red plasma fired from lateral 
plasma torpedo lines, eight from the _Shadow of Intent_, and four 
from each CCS-Batt lecruiser . 

The wave of plasma shot out in front of the speeding Sangheili ships, 
curving and altering their course to compensate for the Reaper's 
evasive maneuvers. While closing the distance, the Super-Cruiser 
fired yet _again_, destroying the tenth Reaper Capital Ship. 

In just another few seconds the plasma barrage found their targets, 
and though Lasky was able to predict the outcome, it was still an 
impressive, and somewhat intimidating, display to see. 

The tracking properties of the plasma torpedoes doomed the remaining 
Reaper's, despite their evasive maneuvers. The storm of boiling 
plasma smashed into the scattered group, easily overwhelming kinetic 
barriers and melting though meters of exposed armor in seconds. Three 
torpedoes each lanced into the remaining two Reaper Capital ships, 
and the ships stood no chance as the plasma effortlessly melted deep 
into critical internal systems. Electrical red lightning sparked 
along the Reaper's hull as it entered its 'death throes, ' globs of 
molten armor dripping off and forming perfect spheres in zero 
gravity. Meanwhile, the other eighteen individual plasma torpedoes 
sought out the same number of Reaper Destroyers. They found their 
targets predictably, the lesser defenses of the Destroyers not in the 
slightest enough to protect against the plasma weaponry. Most of the 
Destroyers were melted to slag, while a few were violently 



obliterated as hot plasma reached their eezo cores and caused violent 
explosions. Miraculously, one Reaper Destroyer escaped destruction 
when it darted behind a boiling Destroyer, its quickly closing plasma 
torpedo hitting the melting husk instead. 

Though the Sangheili's reckless onslaught surprised Lasky, what 
surprised him more was how they didn't stop. The five Sangheili 
vessels held their attack speed, then plowed through the Reaper 
debris cloud they had made, large pieces of metal and shrapnel 
ricocheting off of their flaring silver shields. 

"Uh, sir? I'm reading heavy build-ups of energy off the Sangheili 
ship's bows." alerted Lewis. 

"What kind of energy Lieutenant?" 

"Slipspace energy." 

Sure enough, five purple-white portals opened up in front of the 
Separatist vessels and powerful engines surged them 
through . 

"Roland, can you get their destination coordinates?" asked Lasky 
urgently . 

"Working..." replied the AI, no doubt consumed by the millions of 
calculations required for the process. Right when the Sangheili 
ship's disappeared into slipspace and the portals closed shut, Roland 
said "Got it. I was able to extrapolate their destination using their 
exit vector and galactic star charts provided from the System's 
Alliance database." 

"Well, where did they go?" asked Lasky. 

"Deep space." 

Lasky frowned. He knew what that meant, as the UNSC had done the same 
thing many times before and it seemed the Elites had taken a page out 
of their playbook. "Just a brief stopping point before a second 
j ump . " 

"And we won't be able to track them the second time." finished 
Roland . 

Lasky put his hands up to his head and rubbed his temples. What the 
hell had just happened? Before Battlegroup _Yorktown _and the 
Separatist reinforcements had arrived he and the Arbiter had been 
amicable, but soon after they did relations had taken a dive off the 
deep end. First they had cut off all communicat ions and refused to 
participate in the meeting with the Alliance following the retreat 
from Earth. Then, they had completely interfered with Lasky 's 
carefully planned Relay assault, though they had pretty much 
obliterated the defending Reapers while doing so. And now they were 
gone, slipspace jumped to god-knows-where for who-knows-what reason. 
To say the least, the Sangheili's actions had left the UNSC Admiral 
extremely confused and more than a little angry. 

"Sir, the last Reaper Destroyer is in energy projector range." said 
Hernandez rather quietly, reflecting the mood on the bridge. 



Lasky simply nodded. "You know what to do Lieutenant." 


"Roger sir. Firing one." 

From the _Infinity_'s bow shot a single pearl-white spear of energy, 
and with a slight firing of a pair of maneuvering thrusters the beam 
bisected the lone Reaper into two lifeless halves. 

"Roland, send Admiral Hackett the prepared signal. The Relay is clear 
for approach." ordered Lasky. 

"Sending it now." replied the AI . 

Just a few seconds later, the Alliance ships behind the UNSC line 
broke formation and sped towards the Mass Relay, the Alliance 
fighters forming the unneeded screen in front of said line peeling 
away and rendezvousing with their carriers. Directed by Roland, the 
token UNSC fighter squadrons reinforcing them started doing the 
same . 

"Lewis, " started Lasky, "Anything on the main Reaper force? Have they 
reacted to our assault yet?" 

"I was just about to let you know sir, but a sizable Reaper force is 
amassing in orbit and are orienting in our direction." answered the 
sensor officer. 

"How many?" 

"Over two hundred." 

Lasky gazed out the forwards viewport towards the Mass Relay, which 
in itself looked almost like a curved tuning fork with a rapidly 
oscillating middle section. As the System's Alliance ships 
approached, he watched as the Relay sent out dozens of tendrils of 
blue-energy from its center part that enveloped each individual ship, 
the affected vessel disappearing from sight not a second later. 
Hackett had said during their discussion about the Relays before the 
assault that transportation from Relay to Relay was nearly incredibly 
fast given the distances between them. However, Hackett made sure to 
state that although the Relays had been used by the Council races for 
thousands of years, not much was known about how they actually 
worked. The Alliance Admiral had mentioned something about the 
material in the cores that powered all Council ships caused the 
Relays interaction, but that was all. 

For a brief second, Lasky wondered if his own ships could utilize the 
Mass Relays. He shot down that thought immediately though, as idea of 
trying to use a form of FTL travel that they didn't understand didn't 
sit well with him. They would stick with slipspace, which they 
understood more than well enough. 

"Admiral, all Alliance vessels have passed through the Relay." 
alerted Roland. 

"Then that's our cue. Alert the fleet, we jump immediately." ordered 
Lasky, acknowledging Lewis. 

As the UNSC vessels formed up for their synchronized jump, Lasky took 
one last look at the Relay. Before the assault, Lasky had asked 



Hackett that if the Reapers used the Relay as well, why they couldn't 
just destroy it to force the Reapers to use their conventional FTL to 
get out-system. 

Hackett had quickly responded with a resounding "No!" saying that the 
destruction of a Relay results in a massive blast of energy that had 
the power to destroy an entire system. Grimly, Lasky had remarked 
about how that shouldn't be an option left unconsidered. Hackett had 
grown angry then, stating that Lasky had only suggested that because 
it wasn't 'his Earth' and asked if he would say the same in his 
position. He had relented at that. 

But Lasky still had an idea, and though given the time constraints 
they probably wouldn't have adequate time, it was still worth 
trying . 

"Cortana, are you still with us?" he asked into the air. 

"Yes Admiral." the light female voice answered through the bridge 
speakers. "We're currently en route to the Citadel on the _Normandy_, 
but our dear Roland has been kind enough to let me keep a fragment of 
me in the _Infinity_'s AI memory core." 

"Good." said Lasky. "We don't have a lot of time here, but before we 
jump I want you, Roland and the _Yorktown_'s AI to try and access the 
Mass Relay and see if you can't shut it down." 

"Sir, Venus and I have been trying to find a way to do just that ever 
since the assault began." started Roland. "However, it's like trying 
to plug in a cord to a solid stone wall. There are no discernible 
systems to access or hack into, no points of entry, 
nothing . " 

"Here, " said Cortana, "Let me try a€" " 

Lasky 's eyes widened as suddenly, the Mass Relay's sparking blue 
center portion flickered almost violently, then started to gradually 
dim along with the rectangular white lights dotting the outside 
surface. At the same time, the rotating central 'rings' from where 
the blue energy seemed to emanate slowed its spinning, then 
completely stopped. After just a few seconds, the Relay lay unlit and 
still, deactivated. 

"This..." Cortana trailed off. 

"Cortana, how did you do that?" asked Lasky in wonder. 

"I a€" I don't know." replied the AI almost dumbfounded, pushing her 
processing power to the max trying to answer the same question. She 
was an entity used to understanding how everything worked all the 
time, and if she didn't, consuming herself until she inevitably did. 
That's how it always is, that's how it always had been. She knew 
almost everything, and was always able to learn what she didn't. But 
this had just... _happened_, and with absolutely no logical 
explanation. "I just, 'reached out' to it and..." 

With a subtle shake of his head Lasky cut her off. "I don't really 
care how you did it right now, but just know that you bought us some 
much needed time. Roland, initiate the fleetwide jump. We're getting 
the hell out of this system." 



><pXstrong>Citadel , Presidium<strong> 

**March i****st****, 2186 ** 

"Please present eyes for retina scan." 

Salarian Special Tasks Group Major Tol Kirrahe obeyed the synthetic 
voice and stepped up to the panel besides the door and opened his two 
large eyes wide. A flashing scan of bright blue light assaulted his 
retinas for a couple of seconds before halting. 

"Identification confirmed. Kirrahe, Tol, Major, STG. Please 
proceed . " 

Kirrahe stepped back and looked up at the engraved sign above the 
door he was about to enter. **Councilor Valern* *_**.* *_ 

The door slid open, and Kirrahe walked into the long, narrow room 
beyond. The walls, floor, and ceiling were all a boring gray, and 
there were no distinguishing features other than the desk at the far 
end of the room. A Salarian secretary sat at it tapping away at an 
omni-terminal, and behind him was another small door. 

Kirrahe had gotten about halfway into the room when the Salarian 
secretary called out, "If you will please wait there Major, the 
Councilor will be available in a couple of minutes. 

Kirrahe just nodded and crossed his arms while he stood, as there 
were no chairs in the room save for the one the secretary was sitting 
at. There were no windows or any other thing which could have 
distracted him either, so Kirrahe simply started counting the seconds 
as he waited. 

One-hundred and forty-seven seconds later, the secretary said, "The 
Councilor will see you now Major." 

Kirrahe looked up at the other Salarian and nodded, uncrossing his 
arms and continuing to walk towards the other door. 

The dark-orange skinned Salarian secretary had resumed his quick 
tapping of the omni-terminal at his desk trying very convincingly to 
look disinterested, but Kirrahe saw right through his careful 
display. He knew that the other Salarian had a Scorpion pistol a 
hands-length away and was prepared to pepper the Major with a flurry 
of blue explosive balls. Kirrahe would know, as he was the one who 
assigned and oversaw the training of the STG Corporal acting as 
Valern 's secretary in the first place. 

As the Major stepped around the secretary's desk his sharp eyes noted 
the near-invisible crease lines to either side of the door. Automatic 
turrets, ready to spring out of the wall and fill the kill-box of a 
room with mass accelerator fire within milliseconds of an alert being 
sounded . 

Kirrahe was safe this time however, and as he reached the door to 
Valern 's personal office he submitted himself to more scans, this 
time retina and handprint authorization. After the machine determined 



once again that he really _was_ Major Kirrahe, the STG Major stepped 
into Valern's office when the door silently slid open. 

Valern's office was a stark contrast to the hallway preceding it. The 
room would have been considered small by most standards, being only 
ten meters by ten meters, but it was cozy enough. The walls and 
floors were paneled by dark and light wood respectively, while the 
entire ceiling consisted of a skylight which gave a spectacular view 
to the upwards-curve of the Presidium 'sky'. What dominated the small 
office however was a large oaken desk, the kind that were highly 
prized throughout the galaxy for its extreme rarity. 

Standing behind the desk dressed in the blue-and-red gold-trimmed 
robes of his trade was Councilor Valern himself, arms clasped behind 
his back as he gazed out the floor-to-ceiling window that made up the 
wall opposite the door. Kirrahe knew however that both the window and 
the skylight were one-way, and if looked upon from the outside were 
just nondescript sections of wall. 

Councilor Valern turned away from the window and smiled at Kirrahe. 
"Brother," he said warmly, "It's good to see you again." 

"Likewise." answered Kirrahe, though his expression remained 
tight-lipped . 

Valern noticed this and his smile faded. "Please, have a 
seat . " 

Kirrahe did as the Councilor asked, taking one of the chairs on the 
opposite side of Valern's desk and watched as his brother sat down as 
well, reaching up and removing the hood of his robes. 

They were brothers in the literal sense, as they had been born of the 
same clutch. Born on the Salarian homeworld to a very influential and 
wealthy political family, Kirrahe and Valern had grown close during 
their childhood out of the other dozens of siblings they had. They 
had been fiercely competitive, Valern using his grasp of the long 
term possibilities and ability to influence others to accomplish his 
goals, while Kirrahe was more confident thinking tactically about the 
present and utilizing his physical prowess to solve his 
problems . 

Together they had become a menacing combination, using their 
complimentary skills to quickly rise to the top as leaders of their 
clutch. A human comparison that had been used to often describe them 
was that Valern was the "brains" while Kirrahe was the "brawn", but 
that would have been only partially correct . Like most Salarians, 
both Valern and Kirrahe were incredibly smart, it was in their 
respective strongsuits where their intelligence differed. Also, 
Kirrahe knew by experience that Valern's physical ability was 
definitely not lacking, as expressed by their numerous nighttime 
raids to the clan mess to obtain some of the prized human 'chocolate 
chip cookies' which often required the 'silencing' of a sibling or 
two . 

Ever under watchful eyes, the elders of their clan had seen the 
potential in the two brothers and when they turned of age started 
grooming Valern and Kirrahe for careers in politics and the military, 
respectively. While Valern deftly politically maneuvered his way 
upwards through the Salarian government and to the top of the Citadel 



Council, Kirrahe rose just as quickly through the Salarian military, 
then the STG. Though technically the commander of the Special Tasks 
Group was supposed to be the only STG operative to discuss with the 
Councilor, Kirrahe 's superiors had entrusted him with this job as a 
just a Major knowing his exemplary service record and the close bond 
shared by the two . 

"Alright Tol, what is it?" asked Valern, knowing that during these 
types of meetings Kirrahe liked to get right to the point. 

"The Reapers have hit Earth." said the STG Major. 

Valern drummed his fingers on the desk between them. "Well, we knew 
it was inevitable. After marauding their way through Batarian space, 
the Humans would have been next in their path." He stopped his 
drumming and brought up a hand to rub his forehead. "But so soon? 

What was the time?" 

"STG stealth observation drones in the Harsa and Sol systems reported 
just under a sixteen hour timespan between the first sightings of 
Reapers at Khar ' shan and Earth." said Kirrahe. 

Valern 's brow creased. "That's too fast. Even the Reapers would need 
more than sixteen hours to pacify the Batarians, despite the sorry 
state of their military. They have almost as many planets as the 
Humans do . " 

"I agree." said Kirrahe. "Data from the Harsa drone showed a force of 
only forty or so Reapers attacking Khar' shan." 

"How many attacked Earth?" 

"Over eight-hundred." 

"Eight hundred?" asked Valern, eyes wide. 

Kirrahe just nodded. "They're here in force." 

"Obviously. But why so many more at Earth than Khar 'shan? 
Eight-hundred seems grossly overwhelming. And there's what, twenty 
two? Twenty three human systems they would have had to bypass to get 
to Earth?" 

"We have a few theories, but there is only one I have heard that 
could be credible." 

"Three years ago at the battle of the Citadel, " started Kirrahe, "The 
Geth fleet was wreaking havoc while Sovereign was planning to 
activate the Mass Relay to Dark Space." 

"I remember." nodded Valern. "If Shepard hadn't ordered the Alliance 
Eifth Eleet to assist the _Destiny Ascension_ I wouldn't be here 
talking to you today." 

"Right. It was also on Shepard's orders by which the Eifth fleet 
attacked and destroyed Sovereign, preventing the activation of the 
Citadel Mass Relay and the earlier arrival of the Reapers. It was a 
_Human_ who conversed with Sovereign, according to Shepard's Specter 
debriefing, it was a _Human_ who killed his agent Saren, also 
Shepard, and it was a _Human fleet_ who destroyed Sovereign." 



Valern started to quickly put two and two together. "So you're saying 
that the Reapers are attacking Earth, the center of Humanity, with 
such overwhelming force for some form of revenge? Can the Reapers 
even want revenge?" 

"It's more than that. We think that the Reapers have prioritized the 
Humans as threats, seeing as they were the ones to destroy one of 
their own." said Kirrahe. 

"I see. They want to eliminate any potential opposition posed by the 
Humans as quickly as possible." 

"Precisely . " 

"So who came up with this theory?" 

"I did." 

Valern smirked. "Of course you did." Smile fading, he said, 
"Regardless, I bet it worked like a charm. There's no way the 
Alliance could have held out against eight-hundred Reapers. 

Kirrahe look away for a second. "Actually, it didn't." 

"What do you mean?" 

The STG Major looked back to Valern, who was staring at him with wary 
eyes. "Vas, what I am about to tell you is going to shake to the very 
core what you have believed to be true your entire life." 

Valern 's eyes narrowed. "What are you talking about Tol?" 

Kirrahe brought out a datapad from inside of his uniform and tossed 
it on the desk. Valern spun it around and started reading it. 

"Data reports from the Sol STG drone?" asked Valern. 

"Keep reading." said Kirrahe. 

It took Valern only another moment to read through the report, and 
when he finished he looked at Kirrahe with a confused look on his 
face. "Everything looks mostly normal. Two fleets, one above Earth, 
one at the Charon Relay, but no civilian traffic... before the 
Reapers arrived obviously. What are you trying to show me here 
Tol?" 

Kirrahe gestured for the datapad back and once Valern gave it to him, 
he tapped on it a couple of times. "What you just observed was the 
Sol system at 0844:28 Galactic Standard Time. Here is the same system 
at 1844:29, one second later." 

Valern took the datapad back and started reading, and it wasn't even 
five seconds in when his eyes went as wide as dinner plates. He 
looked to Kirrahe, then back to the datapad, then back to Kirrahe 
again. "It this a€" " 

"Accurate?" Kirrahe finished, knowing what his brother was going to 
say. "Yes, the data is accurate. We've gone over and verified it more 
than a hundred times." 



"These two ships are enormous!" exclaimed the Salarian 
Councilor . 

What Valern was referring to was the sudden appearance of the UNSC 
_Infinity_ and Separatist _Shadow of Intent_. 

"Five times larger than our new _Dauntless _Dreadnought s . " said 
Kirrahe. "Just one of them puts the _Destiny Ascension_ to 
shame . " 

"How did they get there?" 

Kirrahe shrugged. "Any guess you have is as good as what we've been 
able to come with. All we know is that they didn't arrive through 
either the Mass Relay or conventional FTL." 

"Hmm." muttered Valern, rubbing his chin. "How did the Alliance 
react ? " 

"Predictably. The fleet at the Relay was recalled to reinforce the 
one above Earth, and a standoff occurred." Kirrahe reached over and 
gave the datapad a few more taps. "Thirty minutes later." 

Valern looked at it for a few seconds. The Alliance and the unknown 
ships had aligned themselves a respectable distance away, but now 
there were ten more cruiser-sized ships alongside one of the 
unknowns. "Where did these other ten ships come from?" 

"They were launched by the Super-Dreadnought." said Kirrahe. 

Valern blinked. While most of the galaxy had adopted the Human 
practice of launching small craft from larger craft, that theory 
mostly applied to fighters and their carriers, not _cruisers_ 
launching out of what Kirrahe aptly called a 
_Super-Dreadnought_. 

His STG brother gave a few more taps, and the readouts changed to 
show that there was now a vessel square in the middle of the two 
groups, a sight Valern had seen often enough. "A diplomatic 
meeting . " 

"It appears so." 

"At least it didn't devolve into a shoot-out. I've always admired 
Humanity's capability for restraint and logical thinking. If this had 
happened over Palaven..." 

The two were quiet for a moment as Valern contemplated what Kirrahe 
had just showed him meant. A diplomatic meeting suggested that the 
two sides were unfamiliar with each other, and Valern knew that these 
new arrivals were _definitely_ unfamiliar to him. That concerned him 
in more ways than one. 

The Salarians prided themselves on their knowledge of the galaxy; if 
you asked a Salarian about current events, there was a heavy chance 
they could talk your ear off about them. It was just how the species 
were. They lived fast, they thought fast, and they acted fast, so 
having up-to-date knowledge of what was going on around them was 
often paramount in a Salarian 's life. That philosophy applied even 



more to the Salarian government and military, who heavily relied upon 
obtaining information before their competitors in order to stay at an 
advantage. The hundreds of STG stealth observation drones seeded 
throughout the galaxy attested to that much, as well as the Special 
Task Group's close relationship with Salarian politicians. 

Then, Valern asked the question Kirrahe knew he was going to ask. The 
same one he had asked. "Tol, is this our first sighting of a new 
species ? " 

Kirrahe paused for a couple of seconds. "Possibly. Actually, there's 
a heavy chance it is. There's just too much evidence in the theory's 
favor. Suddenly arriving not using any form of our FTL, ships that 
are larger than anything we have ever seen, what seems to be a first 
contact diplomatic meeting with the Alliance, and there's something 
else . " 

When Kirrahe didn't say it, Valern gestured with a hand for him to 
continue . 

"No eezo readings." 

That shocked Valern' s mouth open. "No eezo?" 

"None. In any of the ships." 

Valern leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. "Well, that 
kind of explains how their ships are so large. An absolutely gigantic 
amount of Element Zero would have been needed to power a drive core 
for ships like that." 

"Exactly . " 

"So. This new race has discovered a way to construct space-faring 
vessels without the use of Element Zero. How come we haven't even 
seen them until now?" asked Valern, confused. 

"Well we know that eezo distribution throughout the galaxy isn't 
even, Thessia is perfect example of that. Perhaps this is a race that 
evolved in an eezo-absent pocket of our galaxy and had to develop 
technologies that didn't operate off of Element Zero." 

"And they must not have had access to a Mass Relay, else we would 
have discovered them sooner." 

"That's what the STG concluded as well. We know that there are still 
thousands upon thousands of systems throughout the galaxy that are 
out of the reach of the Mass Relays, it would be foolish to believe 
that some form of intelligent life hasn't developed in at least one. 
But there's more. Take a closer look at the two Super-Dreadnoughts. 
Notice how different they look in design." said Kirrahe. 

Valern did as his brother asked, and noticed how the two ships were 
_very_ different. One was very linear and looked like a rectangular 
prism, while the other was all graceful curves with a remarkably 
bulbous and hooked bow section. "They are indeed remarkably 
dissimilar . " 

"And you know how different the vessels of the various Council races 
are." said Kirrahe. 



"Yes of course." said Valern. "What are you getting at?" 

"I think we might be looking at _two_ new species instead of one." 
revealed the STG Major. 

"Maybe. But regardless, none of this matters. The timestamp of this 
information places it within an hour of the Reaper arrival at Earth. 
Despite how large they are, they wouldn't have been able to stop 
eight-hundred Reapers, even with the help of the Alliance 
fleet . " 

"Actually a€" " started Kirrahe. 

"Don't tell me that a€" " interrupted Valern. 

Kirrahe interrupted Valern 's interruption. "Actually I wasn't going 
to tell you. It would be much easier just to show you." 

And with that Kirrahe showed Valern everything that the STG drone had 
picked up over the following hours. First, the arrival of the Reaper 
scout force and its subsequent destruction by the _Shadow of Intent_. 
Then the arrival of the first Reaper force and the defense of Earth. 
Following that, the retreat of the Reapers back to the Relay and the 
arrival of _even more_ unknown ships, after which occurred a retreat 
by the Alliance/unknown forces out of system. They returned a short 
time later near the Relay, some of the unknown forces completely 
obliterated the Reaper guard force there, and the Alliance fleet 
escaped through the Relay while the unknown forces escaped by some 
other strange form of FTL, but not before _turning the Relay 
of f_. 

When Kirrahe closed the file he gave Valern some time to think, the 
Councilor having clasped his hands in front of his mouth. 

After nearly thirty seconds of silence, Valern spoke. "They arrived 
here without warning. Their ships are larger than anything we've ever 
seen. They don't abide by the laws of Element Zero, and seemed to 
have developed some other kind of FTL. They have weapons capable of 
destroying a Reaper in one shot, and the defensive capability to 
withstand massive amounts of sustained fire. They seem to have an 
agreement with the Systems Alliance. They possess the capacity to 
manipulate the Mass Relays." 

Valern looked at Kirrahe, and the Major could see the exasperation in 
his eyes. "By the Dalatrass herself who the _fuck_ are these 
people? " 

Any attempt for Kirrahe to speak was lost with the sudden beeping of 
his omni-tool. The STG Major brought it up with his thumb trigger and 
tapped the holographic surface to bring up the alert that had been 
sent him. 

Upon seeing Kirrahe frown, Valern asked "What is it?" 

"The Trebia and Arcturus drones." he answered, closing his 
omni-tool . 

"Dammit, Palaven already?" cursed Valern. "How long ago?" 



"Just minutes. We've likely gotten this information quicker than 
Councilor Sparatus . " 


"How are the Turian's doing?" asked Valern, though the pit forming in 
his stomach told him that he already knew the answer. 

"Not good." replied Kirrahe unexpectedly. "The force at Palaven is 
less than half of what was at Earth, but they're still getting 
decimated. Thankfully the Turians had fully mobilized their fleets 
and armies but they're getting pressed back hard." 

"The largest fleet in the galaxy and the Reapers are running right 
over it." said Valern sadly. "They couldn't have been from the group 
in the Sol system considering those new aliens turned off the Relay, 
there's no way that even Reaper FTL is that fast." 

"No you're right, it must have been a different detachment that 
didn't go to Earth. This is raising some distressing questions 
though." said Kirrahe. 

"I know. Khar'shan, Earth, now Palaven. It seems that they have sent 
forces dedicated to assaulting our homeworlds . " said Valern. "And 
Arcturus ? " 

"Destroyed . " 

Valern frowned again. That definitely didn't bode well for the 
Alliance, given that their entire representative body was stationed 
there. Assuming there were no survivors, that now gave Councilor 
Udina nearly full control over the Alliance. Valern didn't know how 
much he liked that. 

"Have you sent the orders?" asked Kirrahe urgently. 

Valern nodded slowly. "Yes. As soon as we spotted the Reapers in 
Batarian space." 

Following the Alliance's destruction of Sovereign, there had been a 
massive effort by the Asari and Turians to try and cover up the 
entire 'Reaper' issue and place blame for the attack solely on the 
Geth. The Salarians on the other hand... they neither participated in 
the cover up nor tried to oppose it. Shepard and the new Human 
Councilor Anderson had repeatedly tried to convince Tevos and 
Sparatus that the Reaper threat was something to be worried about but 
they Asari and Turian Councilors shut them down time after time. 
Valern had done his best to remain neutral throughout the political 
conflicts, wanting to step back and gather information like the 
Salarians did best. Anderson had noticed how Valern wasn't as quick 
to dismiss what Tevos and Sparatus declared 'rumors' and actually had 
come to him to ask for his support. He had politely refused, and when 
Anderson asked for Valern to give him a reason why the Salarian had 
refused that as well, causing the Human to storm out of the room 
angrily . 

For nearly half a year Valern had been content to watch the Anderson 
duke it out with Tevos and Sparatus, but that all changed with the 
news that Commander Shepard had been killed. Not an hour after the 
Presidium funeral service was over Kirrahe had come to talk with 
Valern about the Salarian 's plan of action towards towards the 
Reapers. He remembered the conversation like it was yesterday, not 



years ago. 


"_Shepard is right." Kirrahe had said not a second after first 
sitting down._ 

"_Right about what?" Valern had asked. _ 

"_You know what." he had said, to which Valern had remained 
silent ._ 

"_Goddammit would you drop the charade Vas?" Kirrahe had said 
annoyed. "You may be a professional politician but I'm your brother. 

I can see right through you. You know I'm talking about what Shepard 
said about the Reapers. That we've only delayed them, that they'll be 
back within our lifetime, and that you and I both know he's right. 
I've heard about what you're doing, you're sitting on the sidelines 
watching Anderson beat his head against the Tevos-Sparatus wall of 
superiority and arrogance. Why aren't you speaking up? Why aren't you 
doing anything?_ 

"_I'm waiting for it to play out. Making observations." was the 
reason he had given. _ 

"_What are you, an Asari? We don't have the privilege of a thousand 
year lifespan, we don't have the time to 'wait for it to play out'. 

We acquire information, then we quickly act on it. That's how the 
Salarians have been for thousands of years . 

"_Tol you don't understand." Valern had said a bit angrily. "My 
position required me to have patience. If I started given out orders 
or direction as soon as a€" 

"_It ' s been six months Vas! You've been patient and observant enough. 
You always chided me for my 'hold the line' mentality. Well let me 
tell you that if we don't start preparing for the Reapers now there 
won't be a line to hold."_ 

"_What ' s gotten into you Tol? Why are you so adamantly agreeing with 
the Reaper ramblings of some Human Commander? 

"_That 'Human Commander' has saved both of our lives, and nearly 
singlehandly halted Saren from signing all of our death warrants. Do 
you want to know what's gotten into me? The truth Vas, that's what. 
You can't deny what happened six months ago, not like Tevos and 
Sparatus, you're too smart for that. It took an entire Alliance fleet 
to destroy Sovereign, but not before it destroyed nearly a third by 
itself. What would happen if ten showed up? Or fifty? Or a hundred? 
There's nothing in our arsenal that could stand up to that kind of 
firepower . 

"_So what do you want me to do then? Summon some kind of 
Super-Dreadnought that could kill a Reaper in one shot with a snap of 
my fingers? I'm a politician Tol, not a miracle worker." he had 
said ._ 

"_0f course not." Kirrahe had frowned back. "But I do have at least a 
few ideas . . . "_ 

Once Kirrahe had convinced Valern that the return of the Reapers were 
indeed something that needed to be prepared for, the Salrian 



government and military had quietly began instituting contingency 
plans. A number of things had changed over past two and a half years 
for the Salarians. First off, the already significant budget for 
military research and armament had been tripled, while all across 
Salarian space military training had become mandatory. In the 
farthest, most remote sections of Salarian territory deep space 
shipyards were producing some of the most technologically 
cutting-edge warships the galaxy had ever seen in numbers that would 
give even the Turians pause. Legislation concerning an emergency 
draft had been written and passed, while the STG increased the number 
of stealth observations drones throughout the galaxy from less than 
twenty to over a hundred in key galactic systems. Infrastructure 
across Salarian worlds was being renovated and reinforced with an 
emphasis on defense and durability, while evacuation protocols had 
been taught and memorized by the entire populations of Salarian 
planets. Volunteers had even been gathered and launched to form two 
new colonies in systems far away from the Mass Relays. 

All of this action had not gone unnoticed however, despite the best 
efforts of the Salarians to keep it quite. When asked by Tevos and 
Sparatus about what seemed like the Salarians increasing 
militarization, Valern had said that they were simply 'taking steps 
to ensure their security against aggression' and told them not to 
worry. Not surprisingly, as Valern continued to give vague answers to 
their probing questions Tevos and Sparatus had grown increasingly 
wary of him. What was surprising however, was Anderson. While the 
Asari and Turians started to act colder to Valern, Anderson had done 
the opposite, becoming friendlier with the Salarian. Valern still 
remembered what Anderson had whispered in his ear at the end of a 
Council meeting: "Glad to see that the Salarians are as smart as they 
say they are." 

"At least we're as ready as we can be," said Kirrahe, breaking Valern 
out of his reminiscence . "So, what do we do now?" 

"Hmm. I'm betting that the Alliance send a representative to the 
Citadel, probably Shepard, to ask the Council for help. A lot of good 
it's going to do them considering the Turians will be saying the same 
thing. I... don't know what my positions going to be concerning any 
action to take. We'll have to see how the meeting plays out. As far 
as these aliens... If I were the Alliance I would try my best to keep 

them a secret. Ships as powerful as those represent a powerful 

bargaining chip, I mean just imagine what lengths the Turians would 
go to get these aliens' support in the fight at Palaven. Needless to 
say, I think we should try to get Shepard alone and use our knowledge 
of the _real_ situation to put him off balance." 

"And what then?" 

Valern sighed. "I don't know Tol. In the end it all comes down to 
what's best for the Salarian race. To we pledge our support to 
fighting the Reapers immediately? Or do we sit and wait while the 
other races give us time to further prepare?" 

"I think we both know the answer to that question Vas . The Reapers 
very well could ignore us until the very end and while sure it would 
give us more time to prepare, but I think we'd be all the weaker for 

it without anyone to rely on but ourselves. If we act now however, we 

would be sharing the burden with the other races." 



said Valern. "How long are you 


"I need some time to think about it." 
on the Citadel?" 

"My shuttle was supposed to depart two minutes ago. STG command wants 
me back on Sur'kesh." 


"Ah. Well I apologize for keeping you waiting. 


Kirrahe stood up out of his chair and Valern did the same. The STG 
Major extended his hand and the Councilor took it, the two shaking 
firmly. Kirrahe pivoted and walked to the door, but before he pressed 
the activation button, he turned his head back 
Valern . 

"Brother? " 


"Yes?" 


"Hold the line." With that, Kirrahe pressed the button and passed 
through the threshold, the door closing swiftly behind him. 


Valern sighed, turning around to gaze back out the window that gave a 
clear view of a busy Presidium storefront across the river. He saw 
distant beings. Humans, Asari, Turians, Elcor, Hanar, Volus, 
Salarians, all going about their daily business without a care in the 
world, oblivious to the Reaper threat that was hammering on their 
door . 


"Hold the line." he whispered. 
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><pXstrong>Chapter Ten: The Key<strong> 

**Separatist Sangheili CAS-Class Assault Carrier, **_**Shadow of 
Intent * *_ 

**Asari Mining Colony of Tarrisa, Tarrisa System** 

**March 2****nd****, 2186, Systems Alliance 
Calendar* * 



"Status?" 


"All systems are operational Shipmaster." 

"Excellent. And the Reapers?" 

"Ten ships leaving the surface on a course that will put them on a... 
vector away from our approach." 

From his command chair overlooking the expansive bridge. Shipmaster 
R'tas 'Vadum gave a short laugh. "The Reapers know their doom when 
they see it. If the cowards will flee at our arrival, so be it." 

"It shall certainly make our job less troublesome." said a deep, base 
voice behind R'tas and to his left. 

R'tas turned his head and saw the Arbiter approach, laying a hand on 
his command chair. "Why yes Thel, it indeed would be easier. Just not 
as enjoyable . " 

Thel pressed his four mandibles into a smirk. "Sometimes R'tas, it 
amazes me that you are not Jirhalannae . " 

"Your flattery is always welcome Arbiter." said R'tas lightly. The 
Shipmaster turned his head back to the holo-displays in front of him. 
"Yet, only ten of these Reapers for one city? And a small one at 
that. If they wanted to pacify this small colony, they could have 
done so with much less a presence." 

"Perhaps the Reapers are aware of what lies here as well." 

"Hmm." said R'tas. "If you are right, then it is just more reason 
that we make sure it is denied to them." 

"Have you located a viable landing zone yet?" asked the 
Arbiter . 

R'tas nodded, pressing on the holodisplay to bring up a top down view 
of the city. "As you can see, the city is bordered on eastern, 
western, and northern sides by mountains, leaving only the southern 
side open to ground advance. Aerial insertion would be able to bypass 
the mountains however." 

The 'city' was mostly made up of a number of one to three story 
domiciles bordering the central portion of a few larger 
industrial-looking buildings. On the outskirts of the city in the 
mountains were numerous trenches and pits characterist ic of mining 
operations . 

"True, but I would rather us establish a forwards base outside the 
city so that we have a position of power from which to operate 
from . " 

"I see. Well in that case, this area should serve your purpose." 

R'tas pointed towards a large, clear area of flat land about a 
kilometer south of the city. "A clear path to the city, unrestricted 
sightlines, and enough room to deploy an entire battalion." 

"The openness of the area could work against us though." said Thel, 
thinking out loud. "If the Reapers left behind any heavy artillery. 



we would be exposed to bombardment while we are initially setting 


"Not necessarily. What if you deploy with the Type-74?" 

"The Type-74? I had thought that the Huragoks were still working on 
that ? " 

"They finished not two hours ago." 

"Hmm..." pondered Thel. 

The vehicle that R'tas was referring to, the Type-74, was a variation 
of the Type-47 Scarab Ultra Heavy Assault Platform. The chassis was 
similar, as well as the arrangement of smaller weapons like the few 
anti-infantry directed energy support weapons manned on the edges and 
the four-barreled anti-aircraft heavy needier battery on the dorsal 
side. However, replacing the forward mounted heavy plasma cannon was 
instead an experimental shield projector that could extend a 
protective "dome" around a certain area. Though protective shielding 
wasn't a new technology, _this _kind of shielding was. Previously 
Covenant shielding had to be lowered for a split second in order to 
fire weapons from within, but now the Huragoks have been able to 
alter the charged proton flow to allow energy and projectiles to pass 
one-way through the shield. 

And thus, the idea for the Type-74 was thought up by a Sangheili 
Wraith driver and approved for prototype by R'tas. The Scarab chassis 
that was used had a history of a malfunctioning main gun anyways, and 
the Lekgolo colony inhabiting it proverbially 'jumped' at the chance 
to see duty again. 

"Given our situation, I suppose now is as good a time to field test 
it as any." begrudgingly admitted Thel. 

"I know it is just a prototype but trust me, it will work." said 
R'tas, sensing Thel ' s apprehension. "Besides, with the fleeing of the 
Reaper warships, _we _have complete aerial and orbital superiority. 

We will be able to easily identify any sort of heavy artillery if 
they give away their position through firing and subsequently take 
them out with orbital strikes or Seraph bombing runs." 

"Of course." said Thel. "Have you determined the magnitude of the 
Reaper's ground presence?" 

R'tas clicked his mandibles together. "Roughly. It would probably be 
easier to show you." 

The Shipmaster pressed his holopanel and the view of the city 
changed, zooming in on one of the larger streets in the city. The 
Arbiter took a step forwards and squinted when he saw movement across 
the screen. 

"Is this real time?" he asked. 

"Yes . " 

The cameras were powerful, and allowed Thel a strikingly clear view 
into the street far below. From the top-down perspective, it was easy 
to see that the street was _infested_ with bipedal creatures. A 



majority were grotesque looking bulbous things that were either 
standing around or crouched over dark masses on the ground, but the 
Arbiter also saw a few thin, quick-moving, traversing through the 
mass as well. 

The architecture of this small city reminded him of human origin, 
though he was unsure why; the aesthetics and the layout of the city 
felt as if they were a perfect match. 

"It is like this throughout almost the entire city." said R'tas, 
snapping the Arbiter out of his reverie. 

"Have they gotten into the buildings yet?" 

"Unknown, but almost certainly. Our thermal scans are being 
distorted, but in some areas it looks like they are trying to gain 
access . " 

"Perhaps the Reapers have just arrived. Are there any signs of 
survivors?" asked Thel. 

"None that we can see. If there are any, they are most likely 
hiding." replied R'tas. "We both know that survivors are not the 
reason why we were sent here." 

"I am well aware of our purpose R'tas, the same as everyone else." 
said the Arbiter, "I am just trying to take into account any 
potential variables. Have you been able to determine a rough enemy 
count ? " 

"Four, maybe five thousand." said R'tas. 

"And there are less than a thousand in the battalion we will be 
sending down." 

R'tas 's mandibles pressed together in a predatory grin. "An unfair 
fight. The Parasite is dead already, it just does not know it 
yet . " 

"Indeed. Though it is a shame the Reaper ships left and deprived you 
of obtaining glory for the Precursors. 

"I can only hope they return," mused R'tas, "I would not want you to 
have all of the fun." 

"You had your fair share of 'fun' in the Second Sol system, now it is 
my turn." said Thel, clapping R'tas on the shoulder plate of his 
armor. "My chosen battalion is already assembled, we will deploy to 
the surface immediately. Do with the fleet as you see fit while we 
retrieve the Key." 

"Excellent. The cruiser _Eternal Repentance_ will loiter in high 
atmosphere and offer fire support. The rest of us will stay in orbit 
in case the Reapers come back with reinforcements." R'tas paused for 
a moment before speaking in a lower, more grave tone. "Arbiter, the 
stakes here are..." 

"Immense, I know. We all know. That is why we will not fail." 


R'tas nodded. "Eor the Mantle." 



"For the Mantle. For our sins..." With that, the Arbiter turned away 
and strode quickly towards the bridge doors. 
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><p>"Ten seconds. "<p> 

Thel 'Vadam stood up at the sound of the pilot's voice, followed by 
the ten other black-armored Sangheili in the Phantom's troop bay. The 
Phantom's two bay doors branched open, revealing the quickly 
approaching landscape. There was no visible foliage aside from a few 
patches of green, and the terrain alternated between large, clear 
flat spaces of scraggly mountains, both equally desolate. Two 
black-armored Unggoy manned the bay plasma turrets, watching for any 
signs of danger as the Phantom neared the ground. 

The dominant feature however, was the expansive silver-blue shield 
dome emanating from the center point of the towering Type-74 Scarab, 
which had dropped from orbit and deployed just seconds ago. 

The Arbiter moved to the lip of bay door, and once the dropship was 
around ten meters off the ground he jumped, landing on the hard earth 
with a heavy thud. The rest of the Sangheili followed him, and as 
they landed Thel looked up to the sky. 

He saw a swarm of Phantom and Spirit dropships quickly approaching 
the ground as well, dropping off Wraiths, Ghosts, Revenants, and 
Shade Turrets from their grav-locks while dozens upon dozens of 
lances of Separatist soldiers disembarked from their troop bays. 

The Arbiter had deliberately chosen to land on the fringe of the 
deployment zone, and was intently watching the white-and-purple 
armored Sangheili right in the middle of everything, barking orders 
and making crisp hand motions. The Sangheili in question was Rael 
'Harum, a Sangheili Ultra and the commanding officer of the 
battalion. 'Harum was a young officer who had honorably led his unit 
through the Great Schism and Sangheili Civil War with minimal 
casualties sustained and a high number of enemy kills. He and his 
battalion had been marked by the Separatist Field Command as having 
"potential for higher advancement." As such, Thel had decided to 
utilize his unit in order to secure the small city, so that he could 
observe 'Harum himself. 

To say 'Harum was efficient was an understatement, as within less 
than a minute of touching down he had arranged his entire battalion 
into a two-layered semi-ovular line. The front line was comprised of 
the unit's mainline infantry; Sangheili-led Unggoy files, individual 
ten-strong Sangheili lances, and Mgalekgolo pairs entrenched behind 
energy shield barriers and the Type-74 's dome-shield. Interspersed to 
provide heavier direct fire were Shade turrets, Type-32 Fast Attack 
Ghosts, and Type-46 Spectre Infantry Support Vehicles. Making up the 
second line were a number of Type-26 Wraith Assault Gun Carriages, 
tall and long Type-29 Shadow Troop Transports, and deployable 
anti-grav towers garrisoned by Sangheili snipers. Behind them all was 
the towering Type-74 Scarab, a resonating hum signaling its powering 
of the shield dome. 


Out of the corner of his eye Thel saw a red-armored Sangheili Major 
approaching, and turned to face him. 



"Arbiter, Rael ' Harum requests your presence on the Command Tower." 
he said. 

The Arbiter nodded, looking back to his twenty black-armored 
Sangheili. "Find a position in the line and await my orders." 

"Yes Arbiter." 

"Let's go." said Thel to the Major, and the two set out at a jog 
towards the Command Tower. 

The tower itself was just a slightly larger and more ornate 
anti-gravity tower, and as they neared the Sangheili Major took 
position at the base and gestured Thel to go on. The Arbiter stepped 
into the swirling purple anti-grav field and ascended upwards, and 
upon reaching the zenith of his upwards motion he angled his body 
forwards and landed on the upper platform gently. 

Standing there looking through a pair long-range optics was 'Harum, 
and upon sensing Thel ' s arrival he lowered the device and nodded in 
his direction. 

"Arbiter," he acknowledged, "It is an honor." 

"Ultra 'Harum." answered Thel. "You command your battalion well, I do 
not believe I have ever seen a unit fall into lines as quickly as 
they did . " 

"They are good soldiers, they know their duty well." said 
' Harum. 

"Why have you called me here?" asked Thel. 

"I wish to seek your council." he said. The Ultra then held out the 
long-range optics to Thel, which he took. "Look." 

Thel brought up the optics to his eyes, the device automatically 
zooming its field of view. He looked over the city and was surprised 
to find no traces of smoke or the charred black scars that were 
typical of a battlefield where warships capable of ground attack were 
present. In fact, to Thel ' s eyes it seemed that the city was nearly 
untouched, as the buildings or streets were hardly marred. He saw 
Reaper ground troops shambling about the streets and some trying to 
actively gain entrance to shut doors, and he didn't fail to notice a 
slightly higher density of troops near the southernmost edge of the 
city . 

'Harum spoke while the Arbiter scanned the city. "It has been nearly 
three minutes since we have landed, and there has been no attempted 
aggression. Either the Reapers have no artillery here, or they are 
waiting to utilize it until we break cover and advance on the city. 
However, live imagery and sensor readings from the _Repentance_ do 
not show any sign heavy equipment. So this leads to the question, 
should we continue to wait or begin the assault?" 

"Time is not too pressing a factor, but we should not loiter." said 
Thel. His eyes had now focused on the southernmost gathering of 
Reaper troops and how it was rapidly growing in size. 



"I understand. The Key needs to be recovered." said 'Harum. He put a 
gauntleted hand to his mandibles, thinking. "Hmm. The Type-74 is 
mobile. Perhaps we could advance on the city while still under its 
protective shield. It would be slow, but would keep the battalion 
safe until we reach the city." 

Thel pressed the optics back into ' Harum' s hands. "I believe that 
this is a more pressing issue." 

'Harum looked through the optics and saw what Thel was referring too. 
The grouping of Reaper troops at the southern tip of the city had 
grown exponentially, the abominations were pouring in from the 
streets in droves. Then, the mass started moving, no, _running_ 
forwards directly towards them. If 'Harum had to guess, there had to 
be at least three thousand or more Reaper troops rushing the 
Separatist position. 

"An infantry charge across a kilometer of open ground, against an 
entrenched defensive position reinforced by aerial and orbital 
superiority?" said 'Harum quietly, almost in disbelief. "It seems 
that retreat of the Parasite's warships coincided with their ground 
force's abandonment of any tactical sense. He flexed his mandibles 
into a malicious grin. "So be it." 

'Harum pressed a button on his wristpad, keying his comm channel to a 
different frequency. "_Eternal Repentance_, this is 'Harum. I need a 
ship-to-surf ace energy strike at... these coordinates immediately. 

Low intensity, straight sweep, followed by a Seraph bombing run along 
the same path." 

"_Acknowledged . Firing now."_ 

Almost immediately, a beam of brilliant silver light pierced through 
the clouds and impacted the no-man's land between the Separatist 
defenses and the outskirts of the city. Even at low intensity the 
scorching heat of the pure energy lance cracked and blackened the 
tough ground and instantly vaporized the hundreds of Reapers troops 
within a fifty meter radius. Thel could feel the heat radiating from 
the beam even from this distance. 

Then, the beam started to move laterally across the open ground, 
sweeping across the rest of the advancing Reapers. The results were 
predictable enough, the vast majority of the Reaper Husks were 
incinerated where they stood, while those on the peripheries were 
melted and fused together in forms even more grotesque than they were 
already. The energy beam faded then retracted up after nearly half a 
kilometer of travel, leaving a burning, angry line scarring the earth 
in its wake. 

Not seconds later, a group of five Seraph spacecraft screeched 
through the cloud cover and dove for the ground, letting loose their 
payload of heavy fuel-rod torpedoes. The radioactive green 
projectiles arced towards the ground as the tear-drop Seraphs pulled 
up and disappeared, then impacted the charred earth in a blanket of 
violent explosions kicking up clouds of dust and ash. 

When the debris from the bombing run cleared, 'Harum once again 
brought up his optics and surveyed the field. "No movement." 


The Arbiter simple nodded. "Take the city." 



As Thel turned around and stepped into the gravity field, he heard 
' Harum order, "All units advance." 

'Vadam stepped out of the gravity lift and looked upon the storm of 
activity that had just fallen upon the battalion with the orders of 
its commander. Sangheili, Unggoy, and Mgalekgolo were loading up into 
Spectres and Shadows or embarking onto one of the dozens of Phantom 
and Spirit dropships that had deposited them not too long ago. Once 
all troops had acquired transportation, the battalion started to 
advance quickly yet orderly towards the city. A flight of Banshees 
from the _Eternal Repentance_ appeared from the clouds and paired off 
to individual dropships. The slower Spirit dropships stayed hovering 
above the main formation, while the more nimble and heavily armed 
Phantoms and their Banshee escorts raced ahead in order to deploy 
advanced units. 

Thel reached to his belt and grasped his helm, sliding it over his 
head as he jogged over to his waiting special operations team. As the 
helm connected to his armor's Huragok-improved hardware a sleek HUD 
materialized on the inside of his visor. He blinked to access his 
team's channel then said, "Sel, are you there?" 

"_Yes Arbiter, my wingmate and I are holding just above the cloud 
cover . 

"Our operation is beginning, we need transport into the city." 

"_We will be there right away Arbiter. 

The twenty-strong team he commanded had been with him ever since the 
Sangheili Civil War. They were comprised of some of the best 
Sangheili warriors in the Separatist military, and were 
unquestionably devoted to both the Separatist ideals and their 
Arbiter. It had been R'tas's idea actually to form the team, to act 
as an elite strike-force for Thel to command during his operations in 
the Civil War. They also served as his personal guard, given that he 
was one of the most important figures in both the Sangheili 
Separatist military and government. 

Two Sangheili walked up to the Arbiter and met him a short distance 
away from the main group. They were the leaders of the First and 
Second Lances, Usze ' Taham and N'tho ' Sraom respectively. Both 
Sangheili had served alongside him since Earth and the Ark, and Thel 
considered them some of his closest allies. 

"Will the operation proceed as planned?" asked 'Taham, who was also 
the unit's second-in-command . 

"Yes." replied 'Vadam. He saw movement out of the corner of his eye 
in the sky above, and looked to see two Phantoms quickly approaching 
"Our dropships are here. 'Taham, take First Lance in the second 
Phantom. I will be with 'Sraom and his Lance in the Second." 

"Yes Arbiter." 

At twenty meters the Phantoms stopped to a hover and activated their 
gravity lifts, and the two Sangheili lances quickly ascended into the 
troop bays. As Sraom' s lance took seats Thel stepped towards the 
cockpit, seeing the familiar figure of Sel ' Therum relaxed at the 



controls . 


"You know our destination?" asked the Arbiter. 

"Of course, we all do." Sel replied. 

Thel nodded, clapping the pilot on the shoulder-plate. "Orbital 
imagery has not shown any evidence of visible anti-aircraft 
batteries, but be alert. We have never faced the Reapers in ground 
combat and do not know what they are capable of." 

"I will get us there." said 'Therum. 

The Arbiter turned and walked back into the troop bay, and instead of 
taking an open seat like the rest of his Sangheili were he chose to 
stand just behind one of the Unggoy gunners and look out through the 
open side ramp. As their Phantom passed high above the city Thel was 
able to gaze down on 'Harum's battalion's assault. 

In the streets, Sangheili lances and Unggoy squads disembarked from 
their Shadows and Specters, cutting down Reaper troops with molten 
plasma and carbine rounds. They then proceeded to storm buildings 
from the ground level while more troops deployed from Phantoms on 
their roofs. On one of the larger streets two Wraith tanks advanced 
slowly abreast, the Separatist troops behind them darting in and out 
for protection against angry red tracers while answering with their 
own green and blues. One of the tanks fired its plasma mortar at the 
side of a building from which a storm of red tracers were coming 
from, collapsing the wall and searing the Reapers inside to death. 
Down another boulevard a trio of Banshees performed a strafing run, 
bright blue balls of plasma stitching into a grouping of Reaper 
troops that were finished off by fuel-rod blasts. From the roof of 
one building a lance of Sangheili Rangers fired their jetpacks and 
jumped to an adjacent rooftop, and nine breached the top floor door 
while one with a long rifle took position in a corner. A second later 
a purple-blue beam burst from the rifle and traveled several blocks 
down the street to a target Thel couldn't see. 

"The Tower is in sight. Ten seconds." came the voice of Sel over the 
team's BattleNet channel. 

The Arbiter recalled the image of the Tower in his mind. It was a 
large tower, the largest building in this city, with a shape that 
resembled an upside-down Y. The bottom was wide and most likely 
comprised the actual 'building' while the tapered tip looked more for 
appearances than anything else. It was here where their main 
objective lay. "Reaper presence?" he asked. 

"Significant ground troop density in the Tower's courtyard." replied 
the pilot. 

"Hold here." ordered Thel, and the Phantom shifted as it came to a 
halt. With a blink he keyed his comm to the battalion's command 
channel. "'Harum, this is 'Vadam. I need air support just outside the 
Tower. We are still airborne, use your discretion." 

"_Af f irmat ive . Seraph bombing run inbound." _replied the Ultra. Thel 
could hear the unmistakable sounds of battle through 'Harum's 
communicator and he smiled. It seems that both of them had to lead 
from the front. 



Not five seconds later, Thel heard the unmistakable whine of Seraphs 
followed by the ground shaking impact of fuel-rod bombs. 


"Reaper presence reduced to minimal risk." said Sel. 

"Proceed." ordered Thel, reaching back behind his back and drawing 
his Carbine. The other ten Sangheili knew the sign and stood up, 
unholstering their own weapons. Their armament wasn't standard, as 
each Sangheili was allowed to arm himself as he saw fit. Some had 
Carbines, others Plasma Repeaters, some Needlers or Needle Rifles. 

One wielded a long beam rifle, while another hefted a heavy portable 
fuel-rod cannon. Second Lance leader 'Sraom dual-wielded Plasma 
Rifles, while the Arbiter had a Plasma Rifle attached to his left hip 
as a secondary weapon. They were all equipped with grenades and other 
various explosives or equipment, like breaching charges or a plasma 
cutting torch. 

"Gravity lift or out the side?" asked Sel, referring to the Arbiter 
for which method for deployment he wanted to use. 

"Out the side." replied the Arbiter. 

The two Unggoy gunners suddenly started firing, most likely at some 
Reapers left still standing after the bomb strike. 

"Very well, approaching deployment distance in 
three . . . two . . . one . " 

At 'one' Thel surged out of the Phantom's side doors and fell five 
meters through the air, impacting the stone surface of the courtyard 
with a heavy thud. He crouched into a combat stance with his Carbine 
up, the rest of the Second Lance landing behind him. 

He spotted a bulbous Reaper raising its arm towards him about fifty 
meters away near the Tower's doors and Thel quickly sent a trio of 
Carbine rounds into upper body, but not before the creature fired a 
burst of red rounds from it's own arm-cannon appendage. Thel rolled 
to the left, but the projectiles were too fast and three of them 
impacted his shield, draining it by a quarter. As his roll came to an 
end and he sprang back up, he saw the Reaper corps falling to the 
ground, now missing a significant portion of its head. 

The distinctive whine of plasma signaled the rest of his team 
engaging the Reaper stragglers, and Thel looked for another target. 

He didn't find one however, as the other twenty Sangheili quickly 
dispatched the rest of the opposition and the courtyard grew 
silent . 

"Spread out, eradicate any still showing signs of life." ordered 
Thel, and his team obeyed, dispersing to execute any Reapers still 
moving with a final burst of fire. 

Thel himself stepped over to a Reaper Cannibal lying dead a short 
distance away, and crouched to get a better look. This one's head was 
still intact, and he could clearly see the creature's four, dead-gray 
eyes. "'Harum, this is 'Vadam." he said, standing back up. "Operation 
update. We are securing the courtyard and will be moving into the 
Tower shortly." 



"_Acknowledged . said 'Harum. There was a notable pause, followed 
by, _"Arbiter, we are encountering survivors in these 
buildings . 

"Survivors? Are they hostile?" 

"_No, none have exhibited any hostile tendencies. I have seen them 
for myself, they appear more scared than anything. There are many of 
their kind lying dead in the same buildings they are hiding 
in . "_ 

"How do you know that they are frightened?" he asked. 

"_It a€" it would be easier to show you. I'm sending you a video link 
from my helmet optics. "_ 

In the top left corner of his HUD a square box opened up, and a video 
display showed five figures huddled together in the corner of a room. 
One distinguishing factor was immediately evident. 

"They look like humans." said Thel. 

So much so in fact the only difference he could see was the different 
colored bluish skin and the replacement of human head hair with some 
sorts of separated crests. He understood now why 'Harum thought these 
aliens looked frightened, as it was an expression they both had seen 
in the much-alike humans often before. 

"_They are not moving. Every time one of my soldiers tries to 
approach they scream and cower in fear." _said 'Harum. _"It seems 
that they are as frightened at us as they were at the Reapers. 

Arbiter we have almost secured the city, but if these survivors do 
not wish to come with us . . . "_ 

"Then we will leave them here. Our mission is much more important 
that providing rescue to alien civilians." 

"_Yes I know. The mission has first priority. But if the Reapers 
return after we depart?"_ 

"That is not our concern." said the Arbiter. "Keep them contained for 
now. If they keep cowering, so be it. If they turn aggressive, kill 
them. " 

"_By your order Arbiter. 

"We are moving into the Tower now. Contact me when the city is fully 
secured, 'Vadam out." With a blink, Thel switched his communicator 
back to his team's channel. "We are moving into the Tower. First 
Lance, take the left door, I will be with Second Lance to take the 
right . " 

There were two sets of doors into the tower spaced thirty meters 
apart and the two Sangheili Lances quickly ran towards them, stacking 
up on either side. Thel pressed the tacpad on his wrist and his body 
shimmered, then completely disappeared as his armor was engulfed by 
the active camouflage field. The rest of his Sangheili did the same, 
and soon all that could be seen of twenty seven-plus meter heavily 
armored warriors were the briefest of shimmers in the air. 



As one Sangheili fixed a breaching charge on the door. Second Lance 
leader ' Sraom flicked on his thermal vision and scanned the room 
beyond . 

"Large, open room beyond these doors. Little cover, but thermal scans 
are not picking up any readings." he said. 

"The door is locked Arbiter." said a Sangheili operative who just 
tested the door." 

"Ours is as well." added ' Taham on the left entryway. 

The Arbiter grunted. "Very well. Affix breaching charges." 

Still invisible, one Sangheili withdrew a breaching explosive and 
attached it to the door, the device revealing itself as its owner 
retreated back to the stack and the contact with the camouflage field 
was lost. 

"On my mark." ordered the Arbiter. "Three, two, one, mark." 

The shaped plasma charges blew the Tower's outside doors inwards with 
a bright flash and a loud thud, and the Sangheili poured through the 
smoking opening weapons raised, nearly invisible. 

It was dark, and as Thel ' s HUD compensated for the low lighting he 
surveyed the room they were in, looking for hostiles. Like 'Sraom had 
said it was a large, open room with high, curving ceilings and walls. 
The floor was smooth and polished to nearly a reflective sheen, while 
the walls and ceiling were of a similar sheen yet much darker. The 
sole piece of furniture was a large desk at the end of the room, 
bordered by double doors on either side. There were what looked to be 
light fixtures suspended from the ceiling by wire, yet they were 
deactivated . 

What was of more note however were the dozen or so Reaper bodies 
lying on the floor, dark blood splatters marring the pristine 
t lie . 

The Sangheili waited, and after a moment when they determined they 
weren't in immediate danger, relaxed. 

"Clear." called 'Sraom. 

"Clear." responded 'Taham as well. 

Thel walked over to one of the Reaper body's, another of the bulbous 
four-eyed ones that was face-down on the floor. An invisible hand 
turned it over, revealing to Thel the circumstances surrounding the 
creature's demise, five tightly grouped bullet-holes in the 
Cannibal's chest. 

"Wounds typical of kinetic weaponry." stated the Arbiter. "Tight 
groupings . " 

"It is the same here." said 'Taham, surveying his own Cannibal on the 
other side of the room. 


"This one was taken down in the same way, yet with headshots." 
'Sraom after kicking over another body. 


said 



"Survivors perhaps." theorized 'Taham. 

"I doubt these are the cowardly civilians our forces have encountered 
in the city. These groupings are too precise." said the 
Arbiter . 

"Soldiers then? A guard force for the colony?" asked 'Sraom. 

"These bodies are not old. They might have gone cold on the thermal 
scans, but their blood is still pooling." observed 'Taham. 

"They were defending this place from the Reapers when they first 
arrived." concluded Thel. 

"Then they could still be here." said 'Taham. 

"Yes. We must be vigilant, yet we cannot stray from our mission. We 
must find the Safe." said 'Vadam. He thought back to the vision they 
all had gotten, and how it had been extremely descriptive in some 
aspects, but not in others. In regard to their current mission, it 
had only shown that the Safe could be accessed within the Tower, but 
not any definitive directions on how to get there. 

"'Taham, once again take the leftmost door." ordered Thel. "Push into 
the depths of the Tower, look for anything that could point to the 
location of the Safe. A map, a central control room, anything. We do 
not know the layout to this building, so we may become separated. If 
you find any signs of survivors or the soldiers who killed these 
Reapers, contact me immediately. They might know of the location of 
the Safe . " 

"Yes Arbiter." responded 'Taham before ordering his Lance to move 
out . 

"'Sraom, with me." said the Arbiter, and he and Second Lance ran to 
the right door. One of ' Taham' s Sangheili had kicked open the door 
and he could see the outlines of his Lance stream through the opening 
in his HUD. 

Second Lance stacked up on either side of the door once again, and 
'Sraom took position in front of the Safe, bracing himself and 
delivering a powerful kick right to its center. The door crumpled 
inwards and 'Sraom shouldered through it. Plasma Rifles raised. The 
Arbiter followed fourth in line and saw that they had passed into a 
long, narrow hallway. A few smaller rooms that looked like offices 
branched out from either side of the hallway, doors ajar. 

"More Reapers." said 'Sraom, putting a marker in the Lance's HUD 
slightly down the hall. 

"Tourn, 'Visan, 'Raul, 'Getal, search these rooms." ordered the 
Arbiter, and the four Sangheili in question moved to do so. "The rest 
of you, up the hall." 

They stopped when they reached the dead Reapers, and upon a cursory 
investigation found that they met their death the same way the ones 
in the previous room did. However, what caused Thel ' s jaws to flex in 
confusion was the significant pile of blue-black ash next to one of 
the Reaper corpses. 



"Look, another body." said 'Sraom. 

The Arbiter looked down the hall and pressed his jaws together in a 
frown. "This one is different," he said, striding over to it. It was 
one of the human-like alien creatures he had seen from 'Harum's 
video. Based on the supposed similarity to human anatomy, the Arbiter 
assumed she was female by the mammary glands evident through her 
black and gray striped suit. Her face was a light shade of purple 
specked by bright pink, and her similarly colored eyes were open wide 
and vacant looking. A sizable kinetic wound in what would be a 
human's stomach area seemed to be the cause of her death. 

Thel sensed ' Sraom' s presence besides him. "It looks human." 

"Yes." replied Thel, bending over to pick up the alien's weapon lying 
a few inches away from her splayed hand. It was a sleek, 
non-ref lective silver-gray with rifle-like dimensions, and had a very 
geometrically angled design. Two distinctive front prongs framed what 
looked to be the barrel, and as Thel grasped it in his free hand the 
active camouflage projector plates in his glove recognized the 
presence of a new object, and the rifle quickly disappeared. He 
reached behind his back to see if the weapon would affix itself to 
the magnetic plate there, and was satisfied when it did. 

"There seems to be no kind of armor plating, just what appears to be 
cloth... no wonder the combat suit failed." said 'Sraom, referring to 
the dead alien woman. The Arbiter just grunted in response. 

"We found nothing in the minor rooms Arbiter." reported one of the 
Sangheili tasked with searching. 

"Very well. We keep moving then." said the Arbiter, and the Second 
Lance continued quickly down the hall. " ' Taham, status 
update . " 

"_Little to report. There are many small rooms adjoined to our 
hallway, but we have found nothing of value. 

"We have come across signs of continued combat, but we have not found 
anything yet." Just then, Thel was able to make out the outline of 
another door that he hoped signaled the end of the hall. "We see 
another door. Does your hallway continue straight?" asked 
Thel . 

"_No, we made a turn towards the west not long ago, and now there is 
another turn back to the north just ahead. 

"Keep me updated and continue mapping as you go." said Thel as the 
Second Lance reached the door at the end of the hall. 

"Thermals?" 

"Checking now... Arbiter I am picking up signatures!" said 
' Sraom . 

"How many?" 

"Dozens, but none are moving." 


"No movement?" questioned Thel quietly. "Taham, move to our position 



immediately . " 


"_Af f irmat ive Arbiter, we are trying to find a path to you 
know . 

"Double back if you have to." ordered the Arbiter. " ' Sraom, breaching 
charges on the door." 

One of Second Lance's Sangheili moved to affix breaching charges on 
the locked door in front of them, and lacking the room to stack up on 
either side in the narrow hallway, the rest of the Sangheili arranged 
themselves in a double-file line, ready to storm into the room 
beyond . 

Once the charges were placed, the demolitions Sangheili retreated 
back to his awaiting spot in the middle of the formation and the 
charge exploded. 

The Sangheili team burst through the door with weapons raised, ready 
for anything. What they found however, made even the battle-hardened 
Arbiter frown. 

The scene was one of carnage. By his rough estimate nearly two-dozen 
Reaper corpses adorned the ground in various states of death and 
dismemberment. Viscous blue-black blood both oozed on the floor out 
of the wounds in the freshly dead Reapers and was splattered across 
the pale walls of the bare room, which looked like a lobby. There 
were stray bullet-holes scattered around, as well as a few more of 
those piles of Reaper-blood-colored ash. 

What was of more note though were the four blue-and-purple skinned 
bodies mixed in with the dead Reapers as well. 

"Spread out." ordered Thel, and the Second Lance stealthily 
obeyed . 

"Ancestors..." muttered 'Sraom as he came across a light-blue skinned 
alien with half of her face missing. 

After another few seconds of silence, one Sangheili called, "Arbiter, 
this one is still alive." 

Thel strode over to the Sangheili 's position and looked down at the 
alien on the floor, finding that she was pinned to the floor by a 
large piece of metal shrapnel through her upper chest. Dark purple 
blood poured out around the gloved hands pressed to the edge of the 
wound, and frantic purple-irised eyes darted back and forth. She 
coughed violently, blood spurting up from her mouth and landing on 
Thel ' s camouflage field, causing it to flicker. The alien noticed 
this and her eyes fixed upon the spot of the strange 
disturbance . 

'Vadam pressed his tacpad and disengaged his camouflage, revealing 
all eight feet of his imposing armored self. 

The blue-skinned alien's eyes grew wide in fear at his revealing, and 
one hand reached for some sort of pistol at her side. Thel gently 
pushed the weapon out of her reach and crouched down on one knee, 
grasping the arm that reached for the pistol in his own three 
fingered left hand. He depolarized his visor to reveal his face and 



the dying woman's eyes met his own. 


The alien's mouth moved, but a gurgle of blood replaced any attempt 
at audible words. She raised her hands from her wound and pawed 
weakly at Thel ' s helm, pleading eyes looking directly into his 
through his visor. 

After a couple of seconds, Thel set the Carbine in his right hand 
down on the floor and reached up for his helm releases, a hiss of air 
escaping as the airtight seal was broken. As he lifted the helm over 
his head ' Sraom decloaked and rushed towards him, urgently 
questioning, "Arbiter, what are you doing!" 

'Vadam held up his right hand towards the Sangheili and he dutifully 
fell silent. Despite ' Sraom' s sudden appearance the grievously 
wounded woman never took her eyes off of Thel. Now helmless, she 
placed both of her hands on either side of Thel ' s now bare head. He 
could feel her warm blood stick to his tough, leathery skin. By this 
point most of her chest and the floor under them was covered by a 
layer of the runny liquid, as well as nearly all of her lower jaw and 
throat . 

The woman's mouth moved and her frightened purple eyes turned 
entirely black, then Thel suddenly found that he was... not where he 
was before. 

It was dark, and Thel couldn't see anything other than himself. He 
took a deep breath through his nostrils to calm his rising 
disorientation, and his honed ears heard a soft step behind him. 

He turned around and saw the woman who he had just been kneeling over 
seconds ago, yet instead of a blood-soaked cloth suit, she was 
wearing a vibrant dark blue-dress that strikingly accentuated her 
naturally purple skin color. Any wound that she had previously had 
was now gone, and Thel couldn't spot a single trace of blood on 
her . 

The alien woman turned the corners of her mouth upwards in what 
resembled a human smile and took a step towards him. Thel nearly took 
an instinctive step back, but something told him to hold his 
ground . 

The woman advanced until she was right in front of Thel, and then 
raised her arms to his head. He craned his long neck down and she 
placed her hands on either side of his head. They were cool and soft 
this time, not hot and wet with blood. She brought her head closer to 
his, and gently touched the tip of her forehead to his. 

In that instant, he learned everything. 

Memories. Culture. Family. Language. A life's worth of experiences 
pushed onto him by a young girl desperate for remembrance. Her name 
was Teyassa and she was only 93; barely an adult by Asari standards. 
Thel saw her family, her Asari mother and Turian father, her and her 
two sisters playing in an quite park on a young Asari colony world. 

He saw her education and her dream to become a biomedical engineer. 
That very dream shattered when Batarian slavers slaughtered her 
family while she was touring a university on the Asari homeworld of 
Thessia. He saw how her extreme grief turned quickly into depression, 
and she dropped out of schooling to dance in some disreputable bar. 



Thel experienced her realization that she was wasting her life, and 
saw how she enlisted into the Asari military to try and ensure other 
families didn't meet the same fate her own did. 


Then there were the more recent memories. Her posting to this mining 
colony. The quiet two years of her and her company serving as the 
growing city's guard and police force. Then, the Reaper attack. The 
sight of the gigantic ships coming to a hover right above the city. 
The loud blares of the emergency sirens ushering everyone to take 
shelter. Drop pods crashing down into the streets. Reaper troops 
cutting down Asari civilians who couldn't make it to safety. 

Captain Levas, the leader of the Asari guard company, and her order 
to regroup in the Central Mining Tower and defend the central power 
grid. The desperate fight throughout the halls and rooms of the Tower 
as they were overwhelmed. The forced diversion to the mess hall after 
Reaper troops cut off the path to the power grid. The Reaper grenade 
which blew up a desk and send that piece of metal into her upper 
chest . 

Then, Thel was back in the real world. Teyassa's hands slid limply 
off of his head and onto the floor, splashing into the puddle of 
blood she was lying in. Her mouth had closed, and the color had fled 
out of her eyes. 

Thel let out a heavy sigh and put his helm back on "Go in peace 
warrior . " 

"Arbiter, thermal scans of the room beyond are picking up multiple 
signatures." alerted 'Sraom. 

'Vadam stood back up, picking up his Carbine from the floor. "I 
know." He walked over the few feet to the mess hall door and looked 
for the keypad and swiftly input the code. The red door lock flashed 
green, then the door opened. 

"Arbiter!" called 'Sraom, obviously distressed about the lack of 
information being given to him. 

"Come in cloaked behind me and spread throughout the room. Do not 
make another move unless it is at my word." he ordered. 

Thel strode into the mess hall and saw around fifty Asari crowded 
together near the back of the room, hunkered behind some long, 
overturned tables. There were a few frightened screams as some Asari 
civilians caught sight of the Sangheili, and Thel saw six 
rifle-brandishing upper bodies pop up over the tables and take aim at 
him . 

"Cahp-tain Levas!" he bellowed through his helm audios. The words of 
the Asari language felt strange passing through his mandibles, but he 
believed he got his point across. 

"Stay right there!" a voice answered back. "Who are you?" 

"I am Thel 'Vadam, Ahr-bitter of the Sangheili pheople and right now, 
your sahl-vat ion . " 

"You're not one of those a€" those things, or else you'd already be 
shooting. And what the hell is a Sang-nelly?" 



"My forces are clearing the city of Reapers, the ones who attah-cked 
you, as we speak." Thel noticed that the alien words begin to flow 
smoother from his mouth. 

With those words one of the Asari soldiers stepped out from behind 
the barriers of the makeshift mess hall barrier, rifle still raised 
in his direction. She was tall for a Asari, nearly six feet in height 
and had dark, nearly navy blue skin. Thel couldn't make out much more 
from this distance, but she was wearing the same striped black-grey 
uniform that the other Asari soldiers were wearing. 

"I can see blood on your armor. Asari blood." she said 
coldly . 

"Yes." replied the Arbiter. "I was with one of your dying warriors in 
the fin-ahl moments of her pahs-sing. She mehl-ded with me." 

"Who?" asked the Asari. 

"Her name was Teyassa." 

The Asari lowered her rifle, taking her left hand off of the front of 
it to rub her eyes. "Damn... I thought that grenade had killed her 
instantly. I didn't know she was still alive when I ordered the 
retreat to the mess hall." 

"So you are Captain Levas . " said Thel. 

The Asari raised her free hand back to her soldiers defending the 
civilians and they lowered the rifles they had pointing at 
Thel . 

"Yeah that's me." she said. "Now, if you melded with Teyassa, that 
would explain how you're speaking Asari even though I've never heard 
of a Sag-nelly before. Never mind the fact that you sound like a 
six-year old . " 

"Sangheili." corrected Thel. 

"Right." said Levas. She took a few steps towards Thel, sky-blue eyes 
examining up and down his armor. Now that she was closer, Thel could 
see tiny spots of sky-blue freckling her cheeks and forehead. "Now 
you'll have to excuse me for asking again, but who are the Sang-elly? 
What are you doing here? Are you saving us from those a€" 
things ? " 

"Reapers." corrected Thel again. "And while no, our initial intent 
was not to 'save you', my forces have nearly eradicated the Reaper 
forces in your city." 

"I don't know whether to thank or threaten you." said Levas, sighing. 
"Well if you're not here to save us, why are you here? 

"You have something here, something you don't understand." said 
Thel . 

Levas' eyes narrowed. "I don't know what you're talking about." 

"It would not be wise to lie to me Captain." said Thel warningly. 



"Where is the Safe?" 


"There's only three people who know about what we found yesterday, 
and two of them I saw die with my own eyes. The only other one is me, 
so how the hell do you know about it?" 

Just then, Thel ' s communicator beeped. Instead of a report from 
' Harum like he had expected, this one was from R'tas. The Arbiter 
turned his head down and to the side and opened the 
channel . 

"_Arbiter, this is 'Vadum, are you there? "_ 

"Yes. What is it R'tas?" 

"_The Reaper force which fled at our arrival is back and are holding 
at the edge of the system. My instincts tell me that they are now 
serving as scouts. 

"Do you think that more Reapers could be coming?" asked Thel. 

"_I do not know for sure, but if they know the significance of what 

lies here... then yes . A larger follow up fleet is likely 

imminent . 

"Then it would be best if we do not leave anything to chance . " 
finished Thel. "We will hurry." 

"_I will alert you if the situation changes. 'Vadum out . 

The link closed, and the Arbiter looked back to Levas . "Captain, 
there is not much time. More Reapers might be arriving at any moment 
now. We need to get to the Safe, and unless you want to leave your 
survivors to the wills of the Reapers once they return, you will have 
to convince them to come with us . " 

"Survivors? You found survivors? How many?" said Levas with surprise, 
eyes widening. 

Thel ' s communicator beeped again. _"Arbiter, this is 'Harum. The city 
has been fully eradicated of Reapers . 

"Excellent. 'Harum, do you have an estimate on the number of Asari 
survivors you have encountered?" 

"_Asari?" _parroted the Ultra, confused. 

"Right. They are the aliens of this city. I am in contact with the 
head of their guard and she wishes to know how many survived." 

"_The estimates from my men say about three hundred." _ 

"Three hundred." relayed Thel. 

Levas was quiet for a few seconds. "Only three hundred?" she said 
softly, biting her bottom lip and blinking quickly. 

The Arbiter just nodded. 

"There were over three thousand Asari living here..." said Levas. 



"Goddess, I am not leaving my people to those 'things' again. If you 
are offering us a way out of here, then we'll take it." 


"There is one prob-lehm however..." began Thel. "Your Asari civilians 
are slightly terrified of us." 

Levas let out a mirthless laugh. "Of course they are. First the 
Reapers, now you? Both species they've never seen before? Both 
heavily armed? I ' d be scared out of my mind too. Is there any way I 
can contact them? I would use our own comm network but that was one 
of the first thing those Reapers took out." 

"'Harum, is there any way the Asari Captain can transmit a signal to 
her people through our communicators ? " asked Thel. 

"_I do not see why not." _answered 'Harum. 

"Transmitting now." said Thel, tapping his tacpad and holding his arm 
out in Levas' direction. 

The Captain took the cue and stepped forwards. "To any Asari 
listening, this is Captain Levas of the city guard. These aliens are 
not here to harm us. They have killed all of those creatures that 
attacked us, but they say they will be back soon. These aliens are 
offering us refuge and I suggest that we take it, given that our own 
ships are destroyed." 

Levas paused for a moment, then continued. "I know that this has been 
our home for several years now, but this is a matter of survival. If 
we stay here and those abominations come back, we will die. I know 
many of you are scared, but this is the only way. Go with them, I 
promise that no harm will come to you." 

With that last statement Levas looked to the Arbiter, eyebrows 
raised, to which Thel nodded his head yes. 

"_The survivors are moving Arbiter." _alerted 'Harum. 

"Captain, do you have a place where food and other basic supplies are 
stored?" asked Thel. "There is a heavy chance that you will need them 
aboard our vessels." 

"Yeah, yeah. There's a warehouse just a little south of here where 
most of our supplies our located." said Levas. 

"'Harum, there is a warehouse full of supplies just south of the 
tower. I need your men to find it and load as many supplies from 
there as you can onto the _Eternal Repentance _along with the Asari 
survivors." ordered Thel. 

"_I know of the building you refer to, we will get started right 
away . 

"Good. We also need evacuation for survivors we have come across in 
the Tower, about fifty individuals." added the Arbiter. Looking to 
Levas, he said, "Transport will be here shortly to get those here to 
safety . " 

Levas turned to the Asari still hiding behind the mess tables. "Jani, 
you're in charge of getting these people outside and into the 



transports that will be waiting. 


"But what about you Captain?" asked one of the Asari who was holding 
a rifle. 

Levas looked back to Thel. "I'm taking him into the central 
mine . " 

Just then, the twenty Sangheili of Thel ' s team who had been silently 
and invisibly watching decloaked. There were a few gasps of surprise 
from the Asari civilians and Thel could see as Levas visibly tensed 
up . 

"Lead the way." he said. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Damn, the elevator's out." cursed Levas, putting a hand on her 
hip . <p> 

"How far down to the bottom?" asked Thel. 

"Five hundred feet." 

"Not a problem." he said. Switching back to his Sangheili tongue, he 
ordered, "Cut open the doors, then the floor of the elevator. We will 
rappel down." 

The Sangheili with the plasma torch moved forwards and started 
working on the door, the bright blue and purple sparks contrasting 
with the solid white beams of helm lights and weapon mounted 
illuminators . 

The cut was finished shortly, and with the help of two other 
Sangheili the piece of door was detached and moved out of the way 
against the side of the mine wall. 

The Sangheili wielding the plasma torch walked up to Thel. "Arbiter, 
this metal slab will make a substantial amount of noise when it falls 
to the bottom of the shaft. If there is anything at the bottom, they 
will be alerted to our presence." 

"Do it, stealth is not our primary concern now."' 

"Yes Arbiter." 

The Sangheili went to work, and a short time later the section of 
metal he cut detached from the elevator floor and plummeted the 
several hundred feet down the shaft. Even from up here, Thel could 
hear the muffled thud and felt a slight vibration through the 
floor . 

As his Sangheili affixed ropes and started rappelling in pairs down 
into the shaft, Thel looked to Levas. "You are going down with 


"I know how to rappel." said Levas, annoyance in her voice. 

"No, you do not. Not the Sangheili way." said Thel, putting a hand on 
her back and gently pushing her to the open elevator. 



When they reached the rappel lines, Thel shouldered his Carbine and 
wrapped one arm strongly around Levas ' waist. Then, once another 
Sangheili had positioned himself on the other rope Thel 
nodded . 

"Hold on." said 'Vadam, grabbing onto the rope with his free hand and 
jumping down into the chasm. They fell quickly, their descent 
controlled only by Thel ' s grip on the rope. He couldn't tell over the 
sound of the air rushing past them, but Thel could have sworn that he 
heard Levas let out a small cry. 

After a couple of seconds they were close to the ground, and Thel 
tightened his grip on the rope to slow their fall to slow their fall 
to a survivable level. They would have hit the ground relatively 
hard, but with concern for Levas the Arbiter took extra care to land 
with only a slight jar. 

Thel was going to let go of the Captain, but when his grip loosened 
hers tightened. 

"Are you alright?" he asked 

"I'm a€" yeah. I'm fine." stuttered Levas, separating herself from 
him. "Well now that we're down, how the hell are we going to get back 
up? " 

"Gravity lift." said Thel gruffly, looking out at a fork in the path 
just ahead. There were two mine shafts, one leading left, one going 
right . 

"Oh yeah a gravity lift, of course." snorted Levas. 

"Which way?" asked the Arbiter. 

"Left." answered Levas, holding her rifle in one hand and rubbing her 
temple with the other. 

That was how it was for a couple of minutes. Captain Levas guiding 
Thel ' s Sangheili team deeper and deeper into the mine. 

The team stopped when they came upon a metal wall, or at least, what 
was left of it. There was a large, jagged hole torn in the center, 
but what was curious to Thel was that some of the edges looked fused, 
like they had been melted then re-solidified. 

"What we discovered is just beyond this entryway, but what the hell 
happened here..." wondered Levas out loud. She stepped up to the hole 
and ran her hand along one of the smooth edges, saying "These smooth 
portions look to be the work of biotics, but these jagged 
tears ..." 

"Bi-ahtics?" said Thel, the word unfamiliar to his jaws. 

"They're... it's hard to expla a€" " 

Levas was interrupted by a sudden scream, but this was not anything 
either had heard before. This one was more of a shrieking, 
bloodcurdling wail of pain and agony that made Levas instinctively 
wince and the Sangheili tense up. The scream died down, only to be 



replaced by another. Then another. Then yet another. 


"Cloak and through the door. Now." ordered Thel, and his Sangheili 
disappeared into the darkness, illuminators flickering off. Thel 
rushed over to Levas and grabbed her by the waist again, pulling her 
close again despite her cry of surprise. The Arbiter's active 
camouflage field quickly adapted to Levas' presence and covered her 
in the invisible field as well, and the Arbiter all but lifted her 
off of the ground as he rushed through the opening along with the 
rest of his Sangheili. 

They entered into a large chamber with walls that curved into a domed 
top high above. It was nearly pitch black save for the chamber's sole 
source of light, a small metal wall that was glowing a soft orange on 
the opposite side of the chamber. 

Illuminated in this light were four figures, tall and lithe. Even in 
the dim lighting the creatures' sickly dark black and gray skin was 
evident, and Thel thought he could see ropey black cords wind around 
its body. Long, sharp looking claws protruded from the ends of the 
things' hands and were currently being used in a vain attempt to tear 
open the metal wall in front of them. 

"Goddess help us... Those a€" those _monsters_, " stammered Levas, 
whispering, "Those are Asari ! " 

Thel took a closer look, and saw that Levas might very well be right. 
On the back of the creatures heads were those distinctive head crests 
that Asari like Levas had, yet these were much more extended and 
pointed. Thel grimaced as he realized that the Reapers were more like 
the Parasite than he thought. Not only do their ships resemble them, 
but now it appeared that they converted captured species into their 
own ground troops. It would explain the resemblance of the human-like 
Reaper creatures to well, the humans. 

"They aren't aware of us. Prepare to open fire." ordered Thel. 
"Grenade volley to start, go on my word." 

Thel gave his Sangheili a couple of seconds to ready and aim their 
weapons and prepare grenades for throwing. 

"Now! " 

At once twenty blue flames of plasma erupted and were launched 
through the air at high velocity towards the four Asari-Reapers . 
Immediately after twenty Sangheili decloaked and gave a roaring 
battle-cry, unleashing a torrent of fire at the monsters. 

For three of the creatures, destruction fell down upon them in 
seconds, at least three of four burning plasma grenades adhering 
themselves to each of their deformed bodies. Caught off-guard by the 
suddenness of the attack, the three Asari monstrosities had no time 
to raise their protective biotic barriers and the subsequent 
small-arms barrage fired by the Sangheili impacted to deadly effect. 
Blue plasma orbs burned and melted off the pieces of dead skin they 
impacted, while Needle and Carbine rounds pierced deep into their 
bodies. One Asari-Reaper was torn in two as a line of Needle rounds 
stitched across its presented lower back and super-combined into a 
violent pink explosion. Another had most of its upper body blown off 
with the impact of a Fuel Rod round, while the third's black skin was 



turned blacker by a veritable wave of scorching plasma fire. The 
screams of agony from the two Banshees who still possessed heads were 
silenced by the detonation of the plasma grenades, the superheated 
detonations flash-searing any sort of unprotected flesh within their 
radius into non-existence. 

However, there was one Asari monster who survived the initial 
barrage. This one was turned slightly sideways towards the Sangheili 
instead of having its back facing them, and that split-second of 
warning was all it needed. Just as the grenades were about to fall 
upon them this one Reaper summoned some sort of whirling blue field 
around itself, and when the grenades impacted it instead of sticking 
fast to it they fell to the ground. The same amount of small-arms 
fire fell upon this Reaper as well, but instead of withering under 
the fire this one emerged unharmed. The only noticeable effect the 
Sangheili weapons had on the creature was when the two plasma 
grenades at the things feet detonated, seemingly dissipating the 
field surrounding it and causing it to stagger backwards. 

"Hold your fire!" yelled Thel, and his Sangheili obeyed 
unquestionably. "This one is mine." 

Thel gently pushed Captain Levas out of his way and strode forwards 
into the middle of the mine chamber in between the surviving Reaper 
and his Sangheili. Now recovered, the Reaper extended itself to its 
full height and faced Thel, giving him a full view of its nearly 
emaciated body, save for the swollen stomach and mammary glands. 

Then, the creature bent over and extended its arms, giving Thel a 
screeching wail that seemed almost like a challenge. 

The Asari-Reaper stood back up and swiped a hand in Thel ' s direction, 
launched a fizzling blue projectile right towards him. It was moving 
slowly and Thel anticipated its trajectory, rolling easily out of the 
way right before it got to him. The creature tried again, launching 
another projectile at him to the exact same result as before, with 
Thel rolling away unharmed. Unsatisfied at the current strategy, the 
Asari-Reaper screamed once again, summoning another whirling blue 
field around her. 

Then, much to Thel ' s surprise, the mutated Asari started 
_teleport ing_, jumping towards the Arbiter in a zig-zag pattern where 
she disappeared and reappeared about five meters away each 
time . 

Thel held his ground against the rapidly approaching Reaper, bracing 
one hoof back and drawing his energy sword in his right hand. He 
thumbed its activation and the blue-white blade came to life with a 
_hiss_, as well as a smaller energy dagger he summoned out of his 
left gauntlet. 

The Reaper continued its advance, stopping only when it had 
teleported a mere two meters in front of Thel, immediately swiping at 
him with an extended hand, finger-claws bared. Decades of combat 
experience and swordsmanship practice made Thel ' s reaction 
instinctual, and the Sangheili ducked under the swipe while at the 
same time dragging the blade of his sword through the air above him. 
The plasma blade contacted the monsters arm near the elbow, the 
intense energy contained within it dissipating the creature's 
protective barrier on contact and easily severing the limb. 



As the creature wailed in pain Thel stepped forwards, closing the 
distance between the two and stabbing forwards with his left hand. 

The energy dagger pieced into the abomination's swollen belly and as 
Thel bobbed back up he brought the dagger with him, the blade making 
a long vertical cut all the way up the thing's chest. Witnessing the 
effectiveness of his blades against his foe Thel decided to end it 
right then and there, and swiped horizontally with his full-length 
sword across the Reaper's midsection, cutting the creature into two 
halves. As the lower half flopped onto the ground the upper half now 
fell freely down on Thel ' s energy dagger due to gravity, and the 
Reaper's screams were finally silenced as the dagger pierced its 
throat, jaws, and finally, its skull. 

The remains of the body started disintegrating before his very eyes 
into that same blue-black ash he had seen before, and Thel thumbed 
off of his blades. 

He began to walk towards the glowing metal wall and examined it 
closely for the first time, seeing that it bore no signs of wear from 
the previous engagement. It looked just as it had in the vision, 
stark, bare, absent of any sort of line of other imperfection yet 
emanating a soft orange light. Thel stopped about a meter in front of 
it and took a moment to just examine it. 

"You called it a safe, but how does it open?" asked Levas, who had 
joined him at his side. 

"Like this." said Thel, reaching out a hand and placing it on the 
wall, palm forwards and fingers splayed. Suddenly, lines appeared 
where there were no lines before, then more, then more still, until 
it seemed that the entire wall was criss-crossed by patterns of faint 
creases. Then, all of the lines disappeared save for two pairs of 
parallel lines that formed a small box at Thel ' s chest level. 

A thin section of the metal recessed into itself, revealing a small 
compartment. Thel reached inside of it with his hand and grasped the 
small object that lay inside of it, drawing it out into the open. He 
held it up and looked at the object, which looked like no more than a 
simple metal cylinder, long and thin. 

"What is it?" asked Levas in wonder. 

"A Key." replied Thel. "One of six." 

"Key? Key to what?" questioned the Asari. 

"The Mantle of Responsibility." 

At that moment Thel thought back to the vision that he had seen, that 
all Sangheili had seen, when the second group of Separatist ships had 
arrived. The coordinates to this planet, the continent that the city 
was on, the city itself, the Tower, the Safe, the Key. The voice that 
all of the Sangheili heard, the one that was quiet, yet loud. Male, 
yet female. Commanding, yet kind. 

_The time has come for the activation of your Geas . The Reclaimers 
will soon inherit the Mantle, but they cannot do so without your 
assistance. Go now, collect the six Keys scattered across this galaxy 
that must be used to unlock what the Reclaimers seek. It is the will 
of us, the old ones, the ancient ones, those who cared for the Mantle 



before it became corrupted. Go now, and become what you were always 
meant to be. Guardians of the Reclaimers, Knights of the Mantle. _ 
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**Chapter 11: Downtime** 

**UNSC * *_* * Inf inity* *_* * , Admiral's Private Quarters** 

**Slipspace, en route to Alliance Shanxi System** 

**March 2****nd****, 2816** 

"Visitor for you Admiral." 

"Who is it Roland?" 

"Commander Palmer sir." 

"Send her in." said Lasky, setting the datapad he was reading down on 
the desk. 

The door to his quarters slid open, and Palmer stepped inside. 

Instead of her Mjolnir armor or it's dark-blue undersuit, she was 
dressed in simple EDO's. In each of her hands was a medium sized 
enclosed plastic tray. 

"Admiral." she acknowledged. 

"Sarah." he replied with a smile. 

Palmer returned the smile, recognizing the dropping of formalities 
between the two with Lasky 's use of her first name. 

"What's for dinner?" asked Lasky. 

"It's Italian day in the mess halls. I just picked what looked the 
most edible." said Palmer, taking a seat opposite of Lasky on the 



other side of the desk and setting her trays down. Lasky opened his 
tray, revealing chicken parmesan and lasagna, along with a side of 
bread. Palmer opened hers as well, and the hot steam that had 
condensed in the trays wafted up between them for a second. 

Lasky took his fork and knife and cut off a piece of the chicken, 
bringing it to his mouth. He took a bite and savored the taste, not 
because it was good, but because he had suddenly realized how hungry 
he was. He quickly cut off another piece and started chewing. 

"When was the last time you ate Thom?" asked Palmer lightly. 

"I dunno . " said Lasky between bites. "I had an energy bar before the 
assault on the Mass Relay, but before that? Before we first met up 
with the Arbiter." 

"That was nearly twenty-four hours ago." said Palmer disapprovingly, 
to which Lasky simply shrugged. 

"What about sleep?" 

"Well, the call to meet the Arbiter came near the end of my shift, 
and I was too curious to go to sleep during the jump to the meet-up 
point. And I haven't since we got here either." 

"Thomas." said Palmer, frowning. 

"What?" replied Lasky, raising his utensil-clutching hands up in 
defense. "It was a tense few hours. The crew needed me to give them 
directions, lead them through this, _situation_, we're in now." 

"I know, I know." said Palmer. "But what the 'crew needs' is for you 
to be at your best, and depriving yourself of food and rest isn't the 
way to do that." 

"I'm well aware of that Sarah." said Lasky. 

"Are you now?" asked Palmer, eyebrows raised in amusement. "We have 
more than a day until we drop out of slipspace. But instead of using 
this time to relax and recharge, Roland told me on the way up that 
Sergeant Julian had to nearly drag you off the bridge. And here you 
are in your quarters, doing what? Sleeping? Eating? No! You're 
reading!" She picked up the datapad on the desk between them and 
waved it at him. 

"Learning." quickly corrected Lasky, grabbing the datapad out of her 
hands . 

"Learning what? Forgot some formulas for your math test 
tomorrow? " 

Lasky shot a quick glare her way before saying, "No. Cortana 
forwarded me this document, it's called the Codex. It's a compilation 
of basic knowledge on nearly everything you would want to know about 
this galaxy. The different species and their culture, history, 
biology, galactic roles, basic technology, major galactic events, all 
sorts of stuff . " 

"It sounds like a fascinating piece of material." acknowledged 
Palmer. "But you _should_ be reading it _after_ you've slept." 



"I was going to sleep before my next 
Lasky . 


duty started." reasoned 


"And when is that?" 

"In uh, in seven hours." said Lasky, checking his watch to make 
sure . 

"Make it fourteen." 

"Fourteen? That's a€" " 

"Roland?" interrupted Palmer. 

"Admiral, Captain Surest has stated that he is perfectly fine with 
taking a double shift." said the AI . 

"Well..." began Lasky, chewing on his bottom lip. "Alright, fine. 
Sarah you're right. Roland, I'll be back on duty in fourteen hours, 
but if _anything_ out of the ordinary happens, you let me know right 
away . " 

"Of course Admiral." 

Lasky looked to Sarah and saw her eating her meal quietly with a 
small smile on her lips. 

"Don't look so smug." Lasky chided playfully, his mind and body 
already starting to relax with the knowledge that he had half a day 
of rest coming up. He looked around the table and furrowed his 
eyebrows when he didn't see any glasses or bottles. "You didn't bring 
anything to drink?" 

"Oh, I didn't?" said Palmer, feigning innocence. "Hmm. I must have 
forgotten. If only there was something we could do about 

it ... " 

Lasky smirked. "Do you seriously expect me to fall for that trick 
again? " 


"Urn, yes?" replied Palmer. 

Lasky got up out of his chair and walked back into the room towards a 
small wood cabinet with glass doors. "What will it be today? Italian 
Merlot... Brooklyn Bourbon... That aged Epsilon Scotch we had last 
time was good... Harvest Brandy..." 

Palmer nearly choked on her food at that. "Harv a€" You have Harvest 
Brandy? ! " 

"Yeah." said Lasky calmly, drawing the liquor out of the cabinet and 
inspecting it's label. "2020." 

"2020 Harvest Brandy?" said Palmer in disbelief. "How the hell did 
you get your hands on that?" 

"Lord Hood gave me a pair when I was promoted to Admiral." 

"He gave you two?!" 



"Yep. Only have one now though." 


"Well what happened to the other one?" 

"I lost it . " 

Palmer let out a short laugh. "Lost it? How?" 

"To Sergeant Julius in a bet." said Lasky. 

"No you didn't." said Palmer, wide-eyed and smiling. "Wait, let me 
guess, the Wargames Championship?" 

Lasky nodded meekly. 

"Unbelievable." said Palmer, shaking her head. Admiral Lasky and the 
bridge guard head Sergeant Julius's fierce competitiveness when it 
came to the Wargames was the stuff of legend throughout the ship, 
Lasky representing the officer corps while Julius represented the 
enlisted . 

"What? Fireteam Lancer was the _clear_ top seed. They wiped the floor 
with _ the past three times in a row they faced them." 

"I'm surprised the officers aren't mutinying. Knowing that you. Grand 
Admiral Supreme, lost a bottle of the rarest Brandy in the galaxy to 
a _Sergeant_. " 

Lasky waved his hand dismissively and walked back to the desk, a dark 
brown bottle and two glasses in his hands. He set the two glasses 
down on the table and opened the bottle, this one Epsilon Bourbon, 
and started pouring. 

"Speaking of officers, " he said, sitting down, "How are the Spartans 
getting accustomed to Commander Carter and Noble Team?" 

Palmer picked up the glass lightly, swirling around the dark brown 
contents before taking a small sip. 

"They respect him. He's proven to be smart, capable tactician who can 
keep a level head in any situation. At least that's what the training 
sims say. As for the rest of Noble, they mostly keep to themselves, 
aside from when they're kicking our asses in the Wargames." 

"You saw Carter's file. He oversaw the most successful operation 
during the attack on Reach, the defense and launch of the _Pillar of 
Autumn_, all the while getting his team out without a scratch." 

"I know, I know." said Palmer. "I'm just saying, until the Fours see 
how he commands in a _real _battle, they're still a bit 
skeptical . " 

"It's because he's a Three, isn't it?" asked Lasky. 

Palmer nodded slightly. "I'd be lying if I said that wasn't part of 

it . " 

"Hmm." replied Lasky, taking a sip of his drink. "And what about you? 
What do you think about him?" 



Palmer thought for a moment, circling the tip of her finger around 
the edge of her glass. "I'm relieved actually." 

"Really?" said Lasky, a bit surprised. When the _Infinity_ was first 
pressed into service. Palmer had been the commander of the ship's 
entire Spartan-IV division, four companies of two hundred and fifty 
Spartans each. However, after the troubles of Requiem UNSC HIGHCOM 
had her replaced by Commander Carter, not because she necessarily did 
a bad job, but she hadn't done a stellar job either. 

The after action report of Requiem didn't exactly paint Palmer in the 
best of light, especially compared to what HIGHCOM had initially 
expected out of the S-IV's. Her performance as Spartan Ops commander 
had beenaClfair. In the end it was deemed she wasn't yet ready to 
lead a large force of Spartans, so when_ Infinity_ returned to Earth 
for its refit and crew rotations Commander Palmer was relieved of 
command of Spartan Ops in favor of Commander Carter. 

Carter was the much more qualified individual for such a position and 
all parties knew it. His service jacket was incredibly impressive, 
from first leading a fireteam on Mamore, to commanding a platoon 
action at New Constantinople, to taking command of the Alpha Company 
during operations in the Bonanza Asteroid belt. Carter had a 
reputation for getting the mission done effectively and with minimal 
casualties. He listened to his people and played to their strengths 
and wasn't afraid to admit when he didn't know something. All that 
before he was 14 years old. 

He had missed Operation Prometheus along with his XO Commander 
Catharine, but the two had stayed on as trainers for a time before 
reforming a new team under NAVSPECWEP code 'Noble'. The missions he 
led on Reach, only recently declassified to the Spartan community had 
certainly gained him a lot of credibility among the SIVs, but many 
were not happy to see Palmer go from the top spot. Now, Palmer had 
been bumped down to the commander of one of the four companies, A 
Company . 

"I wasn't ready to lead that number of men and women. Requiem made 
that clear enough." Palmer was silent for a moment. Sixty seven 
Spartan-IV s lost their lives during the Requiem fighting, a far 
higher number than was predicted by anyone. Lives that she had been 
responsible for "I knew it, you knew it, and HIGHCOM knew it. A 
company is much easier to manage. I know for sure that I don't feel 
as ridiculously stressed all the time like I did commanding the whole 
of Spartan Operations. I honestly don't know how you do it Thom. But 
I'll admit, the training Commander Carter has put the Spartan teams 
through has been impressive. Everyone has noticed a marked 
improvement in their performance. He's also been a good mentor to us, 
the company commanders. Quite a few times I've wondered to myself why 
I didn't consider some of the tactics he's been teaching us. He's a 
good leaderaC 1 . even if he is a bita€ 1 stiff . " 

The two ate in silence for a few moments, savoring both the relaxed 
atmosphere and each others own company. 

"You know, I didn't want to have to do that to him." said Lasky 
quietly after a minute. 


"Who?" 



"The Master Chief. I didn't want to separate him from his squad." 
Lasky said, swirling the contents of his glass. He looked at the dark 
liquid, pausing for a moment, before tipping his head back and 
downing the rest of the drink. "They're the only kind of family he 
has left really... But I understand the importance of having a UNSC 
presence on the _Normandy, _if she's one of the ships that's going to 
be right in the thick of this war. And he's the only one I trust to 
protect that UNSC presence." 

"I'm sure he'll follow orders." reassured Palmer. 

"That's no question, but it's not about whether he'll follow the 
orders or not . " 

"Then what is it about?" 

Lasky drummed the fingers of his right hand on the wooden desk, the 
other holding his fork. "The man's been through a lot. Done a lot. 
Seen a lot. Probably more than anybody would ever want to, yet what 
do I do? Put him on a foreign ship, separating him away from the 
people he's just allowed himself to get close to again." 

"You're feeling guilty." 

"I suppose. I can't help but feel sorry for him however. How many 
wars, how many conflicts is he going to have to fight through in 
order to get a break?" 

"You know you had to do it. Besides, Spartans are tough, doubly so 
for the Master Chief." said Palmer. 

"Yeah I know," said Lasky, sighing, "But it doesn't mean that I liked 
giving the order. Although I guess that classifies most command 
decisions . " 

He sighed, forking the last bit of chicken into his mouth. 

"How was it?" asked Palmer. 

"It wasn't bad. But certainly not the best I've ever had. Did I ever 
tell you about the Italian family that lived in the apartment next to 
us back on Mars?" 

"I don't believe you have." said Palmer. 

Lasky chuckled a bit. "Me and uh, me and my brother, we would go over 
to this family's apartment at least four or five times a week. The 
mother, big lady, the most stereotypical Italian woman I had ever 
met, didn't speak a word of English but always had the biggest pot of 
red sauce cooking. I had some of the best meals of my life over 
there . " 

He paused for a moment, tapping his fork on the tray a couple of 
times while he smiled "My brother and I became really good friends 
with the three girls. Debbie, Daphne, and Delilah, those were their 
names." Lasky stopped tapping, and his smile disappeared. "A week 
before my brother shipped off to C.A.M.S., the father was arrested 
and the family was deported." 



Palmer stopped with a forkful of chicken halfway to her mouth, her 
face a mixture of surprise and confusion. "What? Why?" 

"It turned out that the father was a terrorist. An insurrectionist 
that made the bomb which killed thirty-seven Marine and Naval 
personnel and wounded nearly a hundred more at a military nightclub. 
The authorities traced the materials back to the suppliers, and then 
from the suppliers to him. My brother and I had no idea." 

Lasky let go of his fork and knife, the two utensils clattering onto 
the tray, and rubbed his face in his hands exasperatedly . 

"What's wrong Thom?" asked Palmer, concern showing in eyes and 
furrowed brow. 

Lasky removed his hands from his face and looked at her, and Palmer 
now noticed that she could see just how _tired_ the UNSC Admiral 
looked . 

"I'm just... I'm worried about this whole thing. That it has the 
potential to go south at any moment." he said. 

"Our situation, you mean." 

"Yeah. There's just too many unknowns, too many variables." 

"Well that's part of our job, changing our overall plan to be able to 
adapt to and overcoming said unknowns and variables." 

"Yeah, well I'm not too sure about our overall 'plan' in the first 
place." admitted Lasky. 

"We have no choice but to rely on the Systems Alliance. They're the 
ones who offered _us_ protection, and besides, they're Human." said 
Palmer . 

"It's precisely that which makes me more concerned, not less. Sure 
they're Human, but they're not_ us_. " said Lasky, pursing his lips. 

"I just don't want us to be turned into a commodity, reaper-killing 
machines that are sold to the highest galactic bidder. Which will be 
difficult, considering we'd be much more hard-pressed surviving this 
war and finding a way home alone than with the help of others." 

"I think the last thing we need to worry about is being turned into a 
commodity. In fact, I'd say that we're gaining some sort of V.I.P. 
status. You told me how poorly the Systems Alliance ships did against 
the Reapers above Earth 2.0, and how desperate their Admiral Hackett 
was to secure an alliance with us. Right now, _they_ need _us_, not 
the other way around." 

Lasky thought for a moment, bobbing his head up and down ever so 
slightly. "You're right. _I _know I was right. I still can't help but 
wondering what will happen when this galaxy stops falling head over 
heels for our Heavy MACs and Energy Projectors." 

Palmer stood up out of her chair and started slowly sauntering over 
to Lasky 's side of the desk, running the tips of the fingers on her 
right hand lightly across the wood. "You worry too much Tom." 

Upon reaching the other side of the desk. Palmer stepped over Lasky 's 



legs with one of her own and sat down in his lap, straddling him. She 
wrapped her arms around the Admiral's neck and after a second's 
pause, bent her head down to give a deep kiss which Lasky gladly 
reciprocated . 

"How many times a€" am I going to have to tell you a€" to relax?" 
said Palmer softly, each pause in her sentence marked by another 
kiss . 

"How much time until you're back on duty?" asked Lasky 
quickly . 

"Enough." Palmer replied, biting her bottom lip 
suggestively . 

Satisfied with the answer, Lasky pulled Sarah closer for another 
kiss. It was only then, as their kisses grew more passionate and 
their hands more exploratory, followed by their gradual migration to 
their bed, when Lasky allowed the stress that had built up over the 
past couple of days to release and finally, truly relax. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 
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**SSV **_**Normandy**_ 

**En Route to Citadel** 

**March 2****nd****, 2186** 

"Commander Shepard says that it's safe to come out now, we're through 
the Relay." projected Cortana through the Pelican's intercom. 

The Master Chief unbuckled his crash-webbing and stood up from his 
seat, mirrored by Doctor Margaret Woods on the opposite side of the 
bay. The door to the cockpit slid open and the two UNSC pilots, 

Samuel Dolton and Roran Cehack, emerged with helmets under their 
arms. The Huragok Slightly Too Heavy bobbed up and down lazily 
besides Woods. 

Witha loud hiss, the gunship's troop bay decompressed as the rear 
ramp started to lower and light from the _Normandy_'s hangar bay 
flooded in the relatively dark interior. 

Eor safety reasons, Shepard had wanted the UNSC personnel to stay in 
their Pelican until they got through the Charon Relay, so that if 
'things went bad' during the assault they could be ejected through 
the hangar bay. 

The ramp lowered fully, impacting the metal deck of the hangar bay 
with a metal _clang_, and the UNSC group walked and floated into the 
hangar bay, turning around so that they were facing the inside. A 
short distance away stood six figures dressed in Alliance fatigues, 
save one wearing a tight gray shirt. Standing in the center was 
Commander Shepard himself, flanked on the right by Leuitenant 
Williams and Major Alenko and on the left by Dr. T'soni and 
Lieutenant Vega; Chief recognized the five of them from previous 
encounters on Earth and Mars. Standing next to Vega was another 
dark-skinned man with buzzed dark brown hair that Chief hadn't seen 



before, however. 


"Welcome aboard the SSV _Normandy_, it's an honor to have you here." 
said Commander Shepard, stepping forwards. "Now that the battle is 
over, I figure that this would be the best time for real 
introductions and a tour of the ship." 

It had been decided earlier that Doctor Woods would do most of the 
talking for the UNSC delegation whenever the need arose, both because 
that was her job in the first place and because the some of them 
either weren't good talkers, the Master Chief and the Huragok 
Slightly Too Heavy , or just didn't want to, like the two pilots. 

As such, she stepped forwards, saying "I think that would be good as 
well . " 

"Alright then. I'll start." said Shepard, nodding, "I'm Commander 

John Shepard, Alliance Navy. I'm the commander of the 

_Normandy 

Shepard looked to Kaidan, and the Sentinel cleared his throat. "I am 
Major Kaidan Alenko, Alliance Marines, Shepard's 
second-in-command . " 

"I am Liara T'soni. I'm an Asari, and I've known and worked alongside 
Shepard for the better part of four years now. 

"Lieutenant Ashley Williams, Alliance Marines." said Ashley 
simply . 

"I'm uh. Lieutenant James Vega, Alliance Marines also." said the 
large Marine with the gray shirt. 

The other dark-skinned man went last. "Senior Airman Steve Cortez, 
Alliance Navy. I fly the _Normandy_'s Kodiak shuttle." he said 
sharply, nodding his head in the direction of the craft. 

Now that they were finished. Woods started with the UNSC's 
introductions. "Okay, thank you all. I am Doctor Margaret Woods, and 
it's my job to serve as the _Normandy_'s liaison between the UNSC and 
the System's Alliance. I'm also this guys a€" " she patted Slightly 
Too Heavy, " a€" handler. His official species name is 'Huragok', but 
we just refer to them as Engineers. Slightly Too Heavy, or Hev, here 
to keep our equipment in good condition, namely our weapons and armor 
as well as the gunship." 

Woods motioned to Dolton and the sandy-haired pilot straightened up. 
"Flight Sergeant Samuel Dolton, UNSC Navy. I fly that bad girl over 
there." he said, pointing to the stealth gunship they had just 
emerged from. 

Dolton nudged Cehack with his elbow, and the younger pilot said, 
"Senior Airman Koran Cehack. I'm the gunner of the Pelican." 

Lastly was the Master Chief. The Spartan was silent for a moment 
noticing that all eyes in the hangar bay were on him. He decided to 
keep things short. "Master Chief Petty Officer Sierra-117. You can 
call me Master Chief." 

"And I'm Cortana, the Master Chief's AI . " added Cortana as she 



projected her voice through John's helmet speakers. If any of the 
Alliance crew members showed unease at having not one, but now _two_ 
artificial intelligences aboard the _Normandy_, they hid it 
remarkably well. 

Shepard nodded in approval at the completion of the introductions, 
and said, "Well now that that's done, let's start with the tour. 

Where you're standing in right now is the _Normandy_'s Hangar bay. 
This is where our shuttle is stored, and now your gunship as well. 
Space will be a bit tight, the Pelican is a bit bigger than what 
we're used too but w should be able to manage." 

Shepard began walking backwards, motioning the rest of the group to 
do the same. "At the front of the bay you'll find the weapons and 
gear lockers, as well as the main elevator that runs through the 
other floors of the ship." The Commander pointed to one portion of 
the bay wall where a number of empty lockers were open. "We've made 
some room for your own equipment. Here is where we gear up then board 
the shuttle before each mission." 

"Now if you all will step into the elevator with me, we'll be going 
to deck three, the crew deck." said Shepard, pushing a button to open 
the elevator doors. 

"Is there only one elevator for the whole ship?" asked Dolton, 
stepping in with the rest of the group, sans Vega and Cortez who 
stayed behind in the hangar. With seven people, a Huragok, and a 
fully armored half-ton Spartan, it was a bit of a tight fit. 

"Yes, this is the only elevator." said Shepard, pressing the button 
for Deck Three. "There is however a set of service stairs that 
spirals around the elevator shaft you could take instead." 

"Gotcha." said Dolton. 

"Deck Four is just storage bays and the _Normandy_'s engine room, 
feel free to visit it later." said Shepard, anticipating any question 
of why they were skipping it. "Deck One is my private cabin. If you 
need to speak with me privately, ask to see me in there." 

After a few seconds the elevator door opened, and the group stepped 
out into the crew deck. 

"Right in front of you are rooms that house the life-support systems 
and the crew quarters. Down the halls to the left and right are the 
port and starboard observation decks, as well as the bathrooms and 
showers. Around the corners behind us are the mess hall, the med bay, 
and the XO’s quarters." 

Kaidan coughed at Shepard's last statement. "Yeah, XO’s 
quarters . " 

Shepard looked at his friend with furrowed brows and said to the UNSC 
personnel, "Feel free to take some time and look around." 

They split off. Doctor Woods and Slightly Too Heavy drifting off to 
the Starboard Observation Deck, Dolton and Cehack setting off towards 
Port Observation, while the Master Chief wandered around the elevator 
into the main crew deck space. 



"What are you talking about Kaidan?" asked Shepard, wondering about 
his under breathed remark. 

"You should probably see for yourself." replied Alenko with a knowing 
smirk . 

As the Alliance group walked towards the XO’s office Shepard tried to 
catch Liara's eyes, but the Asari was looking meekly at the deck. 
Behind them Shepard could hear Dolton and Cehack ' s conversation once 
they triggered the door to Port Observation. 

"Check it out Sam, they've got a bar here. Or, at least what looks 
like a bar... Although I don't think I've ever seen purple alcohol 
before ..." 

"Screw the purple stuff, look at this! A poker 
table ! " 

"Sam. . . " 

"Koran my friend, it is only a matter of time until history is made. 
I'm going to be the first person to acquire a Systems Alliance dollar 
in the name of the UNSC. Or coin. Or credit. Or bottlecap, whatever 
they use . " 

"Sam! We're here to help the Alliance, not steal their money." 

"It's not stealing if they willingly bet it..." 

As Shepard walked out of earshot, they arrived in front of the XO’s 
quarters. Out of the corner of his eye Shepard could see the Master 
Chief slowly walking through the mess and the central part of the 
crew deck, helmeted head moving back and forth slowly as if he was 
surveying as much of the surroundings as he could. A couple of 
regular crewmen eating at the mess table shot him some furtive looks, 
but the Master Chief either didn't notice or didn't care. Shepard bet 
on the second one. 

"After you Commander." said Kaidan, and Ashley snickered behind him 
with a hand covering her mouth. 

Shepard punched the door command, and when it opened his mouth 
dropped. "What the hell?" 

He didn't even recognize the old XO’s room anymore. Gone was the 
simple desk and lightly cushioned chairs, as well as the previously 
bare walls. Now, one wall was lined with dozens of computer monitors 
all linked together to show a single picture of their galaxy, while 
various terminals and what looked like heavy duty server hardware 
lined the opposite wall. Cabled both large and small crisscrossed the 
floor, while the bed at the far end of the room was concealed in 
darkness behind a glass screen. 

"What is all this?" asked Shepard, looking back to his companions. 
Ashley was still laughing silently Kaidan just had an exasperated 
look on his face. 

"Why don't you ask _her_. " said the Major, gesturing in Liara's 
direction with his head. 



Shepard looked suspiciously at the Asari. "Liara?" 

"I might have needed to commandeer Kaidan's quarters..." she said, 
biting her lip and trying to look innocent. "My newfound a€" 
responsibilities a€" require a lot of hardware, and therefore, a lot 
of space . " 

"When did you do all of this?" asked Shepard curiously. 

"Before the assault on the Charon Relay after we left Mars. You were 
busy in the CIC and the War Room." she answered. 

"That wasn't even an hour of time." 

"I work fast Shepard, it's a requirement in my line of 
work . " 

Shepard sighed and shook his head, but couldn't help at slightly 
smiling. He should have figured that Liara would need to set up a 
Shadow Broker Command Center somewhere in the ship, but he didn't 
think that she would have been bold enough to take over Alenko ' s 
quarters . 

"And what do you think about this Kaidan?" he asked. 

To his surprise, Alenko just chuckled. "It's fine Commander. Liara 
actually approached me before hand asking to have the room, and I 
gladly let her understanding the circumstances . I don't mind 
hot-bunking with the crew, I have been doing it for the majority of 
my service in the Alliance anyways." 

Shepard looked at Liara, whose hand's were clasped in front of her 
stomach and whose blue-pink lips returned his slight smile. They 
stared into each other's eyes for a few seconds, and suddenly Shepard 
decided that he had better things he could be doing then playing tour 
guide . 

Dolton, Cehack, Woods, and the Huragok Hev had finished their 
exploring of the front half of the crew deck and had joined the 
Master Chief in the central mess. If the two crew member's glances 
towards the Chief could have been considered secretive, their looks 
at Slightly Too Heavy were ridiculously conspicuous. 

"I apologize, but I have an important matter I need to attend to in 
my cabin. If you would like to see Deck Two, which houses the Command 
and Control Center, the Conference Room, and the War Room, or Deck 
Four, Major Alenko and Lieutenant Williams would be happy to show 
you." said Shepard. 

"Commander, I have a question." asked Woods. 


"Yes?" 


"What are we going to do about sleeping arrangements?" 

Shepard nearly palmed himself in the forehead, he had completely 
forgot about that. "Right. Hmm. There should be enough empty rooms to 
fit everyone in." He thought for a couple of seconds, cycling through 
the different unused spaces throughout the _Normandy_. "Doctor Woods, 
we could put you in Starboard Storage on Deck Four. There are not 



many supplies in there anyway, just a couple of crates. Certainly 
enough room for a bed and desk, but we'll have to wait until we get 
to the Citadel to purchase those." 

"A simple cot will serve just fine for now Commander, thank you." 
said Woods. 

"Alright, as for you two a€" " began Shepard to the two gunship 
pilots, but Dolton interrupted him. 

"Actually Commander, Cehack and I have brought hammocks that we would 
like to set up in the hangar bay, if that's alright?" asked 
Dolton . 

"Yes, that would be perfectly fine." said Shepard. "Vega and Cortez 
already bunk down there anyways. Now, that just leaves the Master 
Chief and... Hev." 

Hev won't be a problem," began Woods, "He Hev doesn't need sleep. 
However, if he does want to rest, he can just do so while 
floating . " 

Shepard nodded, "Of course. Now Chief, any preference to where you 
bunk? " 

"Somewhere isolated if possible." he said gruffly. 

The Commander smirked. He had known someone like that. "I think I 
know just the place. There's a small spot underneath the engine room 
on Deck Four that doesn't get a lot a through-traffic, if you're able 
to deal with the engine noise." 

"I'll be fine." he said. 

"Perfect. Alenko and Williams can show to your new quarters as well. 
Now if you'll excuse me." With that, Shepard broke away from the 
group and made quickly for the elevator. 

"We're going to take the service stairs back down to the hangar bay." 
said Dolton, leaving with Cehack. 

"I'd like to see Deck Two." said Chief to Ashley. 

"Sure thing, but we'll have to wait for the elevator." she replied, 
taking into consideration the bulk of Chief's armor. 

Timidly, Woods stepped towards Liara, the Asari greeting her with a 
smile. "Dr. T'soni a€" " 

"Liara, please . " 

"Oh, okay, Liara then. I was wondering if I could have a few moments 
of your time to talk." 

"Talk about what?" she asked. 

"Just, anything really. I have so many questions I would like to ask 
you about your galaxy, and I was hoping you could help answer 
them . " 



Liara pursed her lips into a frown. Though she would have been glad 
to spend some time getting to know Doctor Woods, and definitely had 
some questions of her own, if Shepard was going to do what she 
thought he was then she didn't have much time at all. 

Sure enough, EDI's voice came through on the intercom. "Dr. T'soni, 
Commander Shepard would like to see you in his cabin. He says it is 
urgent . " 

"Tell him I'll be right there." she said, giving Woods an apologetic 
smile. "I'm sorry, but I shouldn't keep the Commander waiting. I 
promise that we will talk later." Liara reached into her coat and 
withdrew a datapad, pressing it into Woods' hands. "But for now, have 
this . " 

Woods looked at the writing displayed on it, saying curiously, "It 
says, 'Codex'? What is it?" 

"Yes. The Codex is a sort of collective of much of the basic 
knowledge about our galaxy. All the different species and their 
culture, governments, histories, biology a€" " she saw Woods perk up 
at that, " a€" as well as descriptions about basic technology can all 
be found there. It's been translated into English for you as 
well . " 

"It sounds like quite a fascinating read." said Woods, scrolling 
through the datapad with a finger. "Thank you." 

"Of course." said Liara. With that she turned away and walked in the 
direction of the elevator, wondering what 'urgent matter' Shepard 
needed her for. She smiled as she opened the entrance into the 
service stairs and started ascending to Deck One, part of her mind 
already knowing what was in store. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 
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When the Master Chief stepped out of the elevator into the Hangar 
Bay, Dolton, Cehack, and the Alliance pilot Cortez were already in a 
full blown argument. This wasn't an angry argument, not in the least, 
rather the kind of argument that one could only witness occurring 
between pilots of different crafts. It seemed to be a ritual almost 
upon meeting each other, where after names and courtesies were 
exchanged a battle was launched in which each pilot, or pilots in 
this case, attacked and defended the strengths and weaknesses of each 
craft . 

"It looks like a brick!" chided Dolton 

"Yeah, well yours looks like a high-schooler's unfinished computer 
model." retorted Cortez. 

"Ahem, that would be the photo-reactive paneling and stealth 
coating." corrected Cehack. 

"The Kodiak's got stealth too, just not as flashy." 

"What's that things top speed?" asked Cehack 



"I can squeeze 500 kph out of her on a good day in atmo . And you?" 
asked Cortez 

"That's pretty fast for a brick." admitted Dolton. 

"The gunship can get just over 700, also in atmosphere." answered 
Cehack . 

"And what kind of weapons does it have? Looks like it has more teeth 
than a tiger shark." wondered Cortez, appreciatively looking over the 
fuselage . 

"30mm minigun with accompanying Gauss cannon, two 7.62mm remote 
controlled machine guns on each side, missile pods under each wing, 
and to top it all off an 80mm cannon on the, well, top." said Sam 
with a hint of pride in his voice. 

Cortez whistled. "Now I don't know about any 'Gauss cannon', but the 
Kodiak's a lot more modest. Two 20mm cannons on either side of the 
cockpit . How many people can that thing hold?" 

"Five, maybe six with a tight fit." said Dolton. 

The Alliance pilot smiled, knowing that he had beaten these UNSC 
hotshots in at least _one _area. "The Kodiak can hold ten 
fully-armored soldiers both with comfort _and_ style." 

"I don't know about style." snorted Dolton. 

"She gets the job done, that's the best kind of style there is." shot 
back Cortez. 

"Yeah yeah, well you can carry all those people, but what about 
protecting them?" asked Cehack. 

"This baby's got state of the art the art cyclonic barrier 
technology, along with some of the best Silaris armor plating money 
can buy. And you?" 

"One main layer of energy shielding, as well as emergency hardlight 
barriers . " 

"Hardlight ? " 

"Yeah, its light that's uh, well, hard." explained Dolton who 
shrugged as he gave up trying to explain it further. 

"It just works. That's all we really care about." Cehack stated. 

"Uh huh. What about armor plating?" 

"Sadly not as much as a usual Pelican, but sacrifices had to be made 
somewhere for the stealth paneling." said Cehack. 

"But we've got an actual energy shield generator to make up for it 
unlike the regular Pelicans who just have a hardlight barrier. Let's 
us take a few more hits than usual." said Dolton. 

"I think I understand. Once your shielding is gone it won't take much 
to bring you down, but that's what the stealth is for." 



"Eliminating the enemy before they know what hit them. Exactly." said 
Dolton . 

"And as a result, keeping _us_ out of the line of fire." followed up 
Cehack . 

"They seem to be getting along nicely." said Cortana into Chief's ear 
to which he didn't reply, instead walking over to one of the dozens 
of crates on the ground and picking it up easily. He carried it over 
to lockers that had been designated as 'theirs' and began quickly 
unpacking, putting the crates contents of weapons, armor, and 
ammunition into the lockers. Dolton and Cehack saw what he was doing 
and joined to assist, and in less than thirty minutes they had all of 
the lockers filled to capacity. 

The Chief nodded at the two pilots for their help, and picked up a 
separate crate he had set aside, walking towards the elevator. Once 
there, he entered the space and pressed the button for Deck Eour, 
arriving there a few seconds later. Stepping out of the elevator he 
turned right, then right again into one of the two doorways that led 
into the engine room. 

John nodded at Chief Engineer Adams, who turned from his work at a 
console upon hearing his entry and gave a simple nod back. Lieutenant 
Williams had introduced him when she was first showed him his 'room' 
and he seemed likable enough. He had said he would try his best not 
to be 'too loud' when working, which Chief appreciated. 

The Spartan made his way down the stairs into the space below the 
engine room, and once he reached the farthest portion back gently set 
down the crate he had been carrying. Popping the lid open he withdrew 
a sturdy folding cot and unfolded it, laying it out next to the 
crate. Once that was done he withdrew his ACS from the magnetic 
plates on his back and set the rifle carefully against the wall, 
doing the same with the Magnum attached to his hip. 

Now that he had disarmed the Chief faced the opposite wall and 
assumed a spread eagle position, legs apart and arms raised from his 
side. Then, with a very specific three-second series of blinks and 
chin presses the back of John's Mjolnir split into a seam then 
completely retracted into the front armor plating, letting him freely 
step out the back inhibited. Once his bare feet hit the cold metal 
deck he sent a command to the suit from his neural lace and the back 
armor plating reemerged, locking itself into a full-suit once again. 
It was certainly an improvement from the previous iterations of his 
Mjolnir suits where he required the assistance of a combination of 
highly trained technicians and complex machinery to get out of his 
armor . 

The black undersuit however was still a pain to get out of, and after 
nearly five minutes of unlocking, tugging, and pulling, the Chief had 
it all deposited securely into a lockbox. 

Now with that finished, John reached into the crate again and 
withdrew his duffel bag, setting it on his cot. Unzipping the bag 
revealed its neatly folded and organized contents of clothes and 
personal hygiene tools, and the Chief pulled out a towel, wrapping it 
around his waist, as well as some soap and a set of fatigues. 



"I'll be back in five minutes." said Chief. 

"Have fun." lightly replied Cortana from his suit speakers. 

He took a step then stopped, and after a brief hesitation picked his 
Magnum up from the floor and rolled it up inside of his BDU 
pants . 

The shower was uneventful, the only person he saw along the way was 
Major Alenko who was had just finished lacing up his boots after his 
own shower. The Alliance Officer had given a simple greetings of 
"Master Chief." upon determining who he was based on his significant 
larger body frame, and John had returned with a cordial "Major." as 
Alenko walked out of the door to the crew deck. The fact that Alenko 
had looked at him for longer than usual didn't escape him. 

He took the service stairs both ways, both because he didn't feel 
like waiting for the elevator and that he hadn't been though them 
yet. The stairway was relatively narrow and could probably fit two 
people shuffling by each other, but for him it was a tad cramped. He 
definitely wouldn't fit in there with his armor on, which could be a 
serious problem if the ship was ever boarded. A single avenue of 
travel, like the elevator, could be anticipated. Ambushes and traps 
could be set, and things could go wrong very quickly. He would talk 
with Cortana and EDI about it later, see if between the three of them 
they could formulate some alternative plans. 

John got back to his small area just three seconds shy of five 
minutes according to Cortana, and feeling refreshed from the shower 
withdrew a datapad and a small, circular holographic display device 
from his bag. He put the bag back into the crate and set the lid back 
on, making sure to trap a corner of the wet towel under a portion of 
the lid so that it could hang to dry. 

He sat down on the cot with his datapad and set the mini 
holo-pro jector on the lid of the crate, from which a miniature 
holographic of Cortana sprang forth. She was 'sitting' cross-legged, 
arms behind her back and hands supporting her body on the 
ground . 

"Comfy?" she asked, smiling. 

Chief looked around the bare room, whose only features were the cot, 
the crate, and his suit of Mjolnir. "I've stayed in worse 
places . " 

"I imagine that it wouldn't be hard to beat being trapped in a cryo 
pod for five years." 

"What about you? Are you...?" he asked, not sure how to ask the 
question he had. 

Luckily, Cortana understood what he implied. "You know, the 
_Normandy_ is like a small log cabin. It's refreshingly new and cozy, 
but after a while you realize you wouldn't want to live 
there . " 

"I've never been in a log cabin." 


Cortana rolled her holographic eyes. "Your suit has more storage 



space than the _Normandy_. " 

"It's certainly no _Infinity_. " he said. Hell, it wasn't even a 
frigate . 

"We'll manage." said Cortana, "After all, like you said, we've stayed 
in worse . " 

The AI was silent for a second, and John didn't need her to say 
anything to know what she was thinking about. Namely her torture at 
the hands of the Gravemind and her imprisonment within the destroyed 
half of the _Forward Unto Dawn_. 

"Can you forward the Codex section on biotics to my datapad?" asked 
Chief, breaking the silence. 

"Biotics huh? I figured they would perk your interests. Planning on 
doing some researching?" 

The Chief nodded. "Biotics are a relative unknown. I've reviewed my 
combat footage from Earth and Mars several times now and what 
Commander Shepard, Major Alenko, and Dr. T'soni were doing with their 
biotics the UNSC had never seen or trained for before. The more I 
know about what they are, how they're used, and how to counter them, 
the better." 

"Biotics seem pretty common place around these parts." started 
Cortana, "Certainly every faction I've read has them in one form or 
another. Did you know the entire Asari race are biotics? Everyone of 
them, some are stronger than others obviously, but every Asari is a 
confirmed biotic. It's fascinating and more than a little 
frightening, especially when reading up on Asari Commandos." 

The Chief nodded in thoughtful contemplation. If Cortana was singling 
out individual groups for particular study it was usually done for a 
_very_ good reason. 

"Anyone else that comes to mind?" 

Cortana nodded. "The Turian Cabals make for an interesting read also; 
in particular how the Turians keep them in separate units and 
integrate them into both small and large operations. Also, some of 
the Alliance Biotic N7s require a mention. Very formidable, very 
capable, very effective bunch it seems based on what I can find. 
Shepard is one of them you know, an N7 . 

"Special Operations." The Chief grunted, having read about the 
monomer earlier. "He certainly fights like one. What about the 
opposition? The Reapers? Or that 'Cerberus' faction we encountered on 
Mars ? " 


Cortana shook her head, "Nothing solid on them so far. Considering 
the war just kicked off today I'm not surprised by the lack of 
general information. I've put in a request through EDI to get access 
to any classified files the _Normandy_ crew may have on enemy 
capabilities and tactics; specifically anything about biotics. I 
can't touch _those_ without her noticing but soon as I have it I'll 
forward it to your pad." 


"Good. The more we understand about their strengths and weaknesses 



the better we can develop counters against them, or at least 
integrate them into operational planning." 

"Always the strategic one, aren't you." said Cortana playfully. "Well 
if you're looking to learn about Biotics, you don't want what the 
Codex has. That's all just basic stuff. Try this instead." 

"Chief's datapad flashed and a new document popped up on the screen. 
"A Guide to the Tactical Applications of Biotics in a Combat Setting. 
Alliance Ascension Program." John looked up at Cortana eyebrows 
raised. "Cortana, this document says top secret. Did EDI already give 
you clearance? " 

"Uh. No." replied the AI guiltily. 

John looked at her with eyebrows raised, then glanced around the 
room . 

"No, she can't hear us. One of the first things I did was install 
audio blockers in this part of the ship so we could have some privacy 
whenever we want . " 


"Good thinking. But how did you get this?" 

Cortana bit her lip, saying "I asked EDI for clearance but she said 
she would have to get permission from Admiral Hackett to distribute 
it to us. But you should know how impatient I am, I didn't want to 
wait that long so I just got it myself." 

"Cortana, if anyone found out about this it certainly wouldn't help 
our objective of gaining the Alliance's trust." 


I know, so you better read up before the Alliance comes arrest us." 
she said sarcast ically . "But seriously, the Alliance's security 
firewalls are a joke. They should really get someone to fix that. I'd 
offer to do it but I doubt they'd take me up on it. Very uptight 
bunch . " 


John shook his head, the slightest of smiles forming on his thin 
lips. "Let me know when we're six hours away from this 
Citadel . " 


"Sure thing John." 

With that, the Master Chief settled in and started to read. He may 
not have wanted this assignment at first, but now he realized that as 
long as he had Cortana, everything would be all right. After all, 
they've both been through worse. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pxp> 

****A bit shorter than the usual, I know. But there was a reason for 
that, and here's what I wanted to tell you all. As of the morning of 
June 10th 2014 I will be turning in my school laptop, which is what I 
have been using to write. That means that I will not be able to work 
on this story until I get my new computer near the end of the month, 
so it might be a little while before the next chapter comes out. 
That's why I wanted to get this chapter out relatively quickly, in 



order to give you all something to tide you over. But don't worry! 

The next chapter will be well worth the wait, or at least I hope. But 
why you ask? Let's just say 

something-something- Citadel-something-something-intense-political-act 
on-and-intrigue and leave it at that. I don't want to give anything 
away. It's going to be great.**** 

****Hope you enjoyed and as always, don't forget to leave a 
review ! * * * * 


12. Chapter 12: The Citadel 

**Author's Note: Hello all. First of all, let me apologize for the 
wait of this update, as I said in the last chapter it was some time 
before I got my new computer at the end of June. "But 
Creamofwheat2311 it's nearly mid-July!" you all are probably saying, 
and I know. A day after I got my computer (an apple macbook pro paid 
for completely by my college, pretty sweet IMO) I went on a family 
vacation and wasn't able to work on the chapter very much. However 
when I got back two days ago I pumped out the ten thousand or so 
words to finish the chapter because I don't want to keep you waiting 
any longer than you all already have been. ** 

**I do have to say though, you all are absolutely _awesome_ readers. 
1000+ follows, favorites, and reviews in just _eleven chapters_? 
That's pretty incredible to me, and I can't thank you all 
enough . * * 

**But anyways, here's what you all have been waiting for, the next 
installment of "The Infinity Effect."** 

**As always, special thanks to my beta JonHarper and my wonderful 
girlfriend for acting as a soundboard for ideas (though sometimes 
unwillingly) .** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 

•:k ^ ^ 


><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 12: The Citadel<strong> 

**SSV **_**Normandy**_ 

**En Route to Citadel** 

**March 3****rd****, 2186** 

"By - by the Goddess, Shepaaaard!" 

Liara's eyes rolled back into her head for the briefest of seconds as 
the wave of pure, ecstatic pleasure washed through her entire body, 
sending tingles through her head crests and causing her toes to curl 
strongly . 

Erom behind her, she could hear Shepard let out a grunt, followed by 
a heavy sigh as the weight of his body gently fell on her back. He 
kissed the top of her neck right where her crests began in the way 



that only he could, making her shudder as goosebumps covered her 
light blue skin. Shepard layed his head on Liara's neck and she felt 
the moisture of a slight bit of sweat on his cheek, as well as his 
hot breath warming her shoulder. 

"_Commander Shepard, we are thirty minutes away from the 
Citadel . 

"Thank you EDI." replied Shepard, letting out a light groan of 
protest. He pressed his palms to the bed on either side of Liara and 
pushed himself up, Liara giving a disappointed quiet whimper as he 
did so. 

As Shepard maneuvered off the bed and padded his way into the 
bathroom, Liara flipped over and pulled the sheets and blankets up to 
her chin smiling, basking in the post-"activities" glow that Shepard 
always managed to put her into. 

The Commander came out ten minutes later freshly showered, and Liara 
admired his physique like she so often did as he reached into his 
closet and pulled out his Alliance Dress Blues, setting them across a 
chair . 

As Shepard slid into his pants Liara shimmied out of bed and made her 
way to the bathroom as well, making sure to brush her fingertips 
across Shepard's back as she passed him. 

She came back just as Shepard was tying his shoelaces, and upon 
reaching the side of the bed started re-adorning the labcoat and 
other pieces of clothing that had been so quickly discarded when 
Shepard had first called her up to his cabin. They had spent the 
first hour "catching up" and the next six in a deep sleep followed by 
another brief round of the activity that they had been denied for so 
long . 

"Any progress on decrypting the files from the Cerberus mech we 
captured on Mars?" asked Shepard, eyes travelling up and down Liara's 
supple curves and smooth skin. 

Liara's eyes widened in sudden realization, and she put a hand to her 
mouth to hide her gasp of surprise. "Goddess Shepard I completely 
forgot about that! We only have thirty minutes until we get to the 
Citadel and there might be some very important information in those 
files a€" " 

"_Dr. T'soni, there is no reason to be concerned._" said EDI through 
the cabin's speakers. _"The data has already been decrypted for quite 
some time now, I have forwarded all of the recovered files to the 
datapad in your labcoat. 

"EDI, you are an absolute life-saver." exclaimed Liara, relieved. 
Securing the fasteners on the front of her labcoat she searched the 
pockets of her coat until she found the datapad. 

She accessed the files in question and started giving them brief 
lookovers, furrowing her brow as she continued to read. "Is this, am 
I reading these correctly?" 


"What is it?" asked Shepard, peering over Liara's shoulder. 



"It looks, like some sort of weapona€ 1 said the Asari quietly, 
obviously in thought. 

Shepard rose his eyebrows. "A weapon? How can you tell?" 

"The schematics, the design, they resemble Prothean examples of 
weapons systems I have seen archived elsewhere." 

Shepard put a hand on Liara's shoulder. "Liara, this could be exactly 
what we need. If these are the plans for a weapon that could help us 
fight the Reapersa€ 1 " 

"But Shepard, look at the scale of this! It's massive, nearly a third 
the size of the Citadel! Could we even build it? Let alone figure out 
how to operate it. We don't even know if it is what we think it 
i s a€ 1 " 

Shepard frowned. "We should bring it into the Council meeting 
anyways. We don't exactly have a lot of options." 

"Okay," said Liara, nodding. "EDI, how long did it take you to 
recover and decrypt those files? Looking over the volume when we 
first broke into her systems, it would have taken me a few hours to 

do. " 

"_It did not take long, one minute and 39 seconds to be 
exact . 

Liara's mouth dropped in surprise. "Less than two 
minutes ? " 

"_Correct . With my processing power alone, it would have taken nearly 
half an hour. However, Cortana offered some of her processing 
algorithms in assistance which greatly sped up the 
decrypting. 

"Very impressive," conceded Liara. 

"_Indeed, she is veryaC 1 efficient," _said EDI simply. _"Commander, 
you have an incoming communicat ion from Admiral Hackett and Admiral 
Lasky in the QEC."_ 

"Thank you EDI, I'll be down immediately," said Shepard. 

"I'm going to go to my quarters and compile all of the data we'll be 
bringing into the Council meeting," said Liara. 

"Sounds good, " said Shepard. The two quickly exited the cabin and 
made for the elevator, Shepard giving Liara a quick kiss as he 
stepped out on Deck Two into the CIC. He greeted Specialist Traynor, 
the nervous Alliance R&D scientist who had been conscripted into the 
_Normandy_'s crew when the Reapers attacked Earth. It was her who had 
first familiarized him with the _Normandy_'s new Alliance-spec 
retrofits and who had now seemed to settle into the role of yeoman, a 
position previously held by Kelly Chambers. 

The Commander simply nodded at the two Marine's manning the security 
checkpoint to the War Room, and upon opening the door to the QEC was 
surprised to see Dr. Margaret Woods there as well. 



"Doctor Woods, " he acknowledged, straightening his Dress Blues in 
anticipation for his conversation with the Admirals. 

"Commander Shepard," she said back. 

"_The Admirals are ready for you two," _relayed EDI. 

Shepard reached over to the QEC console and palmed the glowing 
button, and within seconds the two static-blue figures of Admiral 
Hackett and Admiral Lasky came into form. 

"Admirals," Shepard said, saluting. 

"Commander," replied Hackett, returning the salute, "Doctor Woods. 

EDI told me that you don't have much time until you get to the 
Citadel, so we'll just get right to the point. There's been a change 
in plans . " 

"Okay, in what?" asked Shepard, crossing his arms. 

"In how we're introduced to your galactic stage," answered Admiral 
Lasky . 

"Please, elaborate, " said Doctor Woods, motioning towards Lasky with 
a hand. 

"Well, previously both Admiral Hackett and I wanted to keep our 
presence a sort of secret, mostly to try to avoid the surprise and 
unknown reaction of who we are and how we got here to the other races 
of this galaxy. However, after further discussion with Admiral 
Hackett we have decided to change how we approach the situation, " 
said Lasky. 

Admiral Hackett cleared his throat before continuing, "Commander we 
want you and Doctor Woods to announce the UNSC and our alliance with 
them to the Council at the very beginning of their meeting." 

Shepard rose his eyebrows in surprise. "Sir, that's almost a complete 
one-eighty from the plan we all agreed on earlier. Why the 
change? " 

"It's simply really, and it should have been what we agreed to do in 
the first place, " said Hackett, "This is a threat that the Council 
can't ignore. They're going to be running scared, scrambling to 
solidify their defenses. Even though the Reapers took Earth, if we 
can show that we still have strengthaC 1 " 

"Admiral Lasky and the UNSC, " guessed Shepard. 

Hackett nodded. "Exactly. There's a very small chance that any of the 
Council species have developed an effective weapon against the 
Reapers, especially considering that most of them have ignored the 
severity of their threat. Admiral Lasky and his ship's incredible 
effectiveness against the Reapers, combined with our mutual alliance, 
we hope will make Humanity a very desirable ally. That's where you 
come in Shepard. You need to sell this Alliance, make it the 
preferred option for the Council to take rather than them burying 
their heads in the sand until nothing's left." 


" HmmmaC 1 , " 


muttered Shepard, rubbing his chin 


"Admiral Lasky, you're 



okay with this? Being used as our sort of 'trump card'?" 


Lasky nodded as well. "It's our best option. Currently the Reapers 
pose the largest threat to both your galaxy and the UNSC, whether we 
wanted it or not. Believe me, we know all too well what happens when 
faced against an enemy who will not see reason and will not be 
deterred. Working together against the Reapers here and now is going 
to improve everyone's chances at survival, and if UNSC firepower can 
help solidify an alliance between the Council species that that's 
what we'll have to do." 

Lasky looked to Dr. Woods now, saying, "Now Doctor, we're still in 
the Shanxi system regrouping so you're going to be the only UNSC 
representative to the Council. I know you already knew this, but I 
just wanted to reassure that I know you'll do fine. Captain Skyheit 
recommended you for a reason, and I trust him. Work with Commander 
Shepard anyway he needs, but keep in mind that our primary objective 
is to get all three Councilors on our side. Be open and honest, but 
of course don't give away anything classified." 

"Thank you sir, I won't let you down," answered Woods, standing just 
a little bit straighten. 

"I know you won't," reassured Lasky. 

"Any other questions?" asked Hackett . 

"There is actually something else sir, " said Shepard. 

"Well let's hear it," replied Hackett. 

"You know that Cerberus mech that we captured at the Mars Prothean 
Research Base?" 

"You mentioned it in your debriefing report. It was impersonating an 
Alliance Doctor and was what allowed Cerberus to attack the 
base . " 

"Yes, well with the help of EDI and Cortana we managed to decrypt the 
files that the mech was able to capture from the Prothean beacon 
before we disabled it." 

"Did you find anything useful?" 

"Yes Admiral, something that could turn the tide of this entire 
war . " 

Hackett ' s gaze hardened, and his grizzled expression became more 
serious. "Explain." 

"Located in the files were schematics for a Prothean device, one that 
Dr. T'soni and EDI think was a weapon that the Protheans were 
developing to combat the Reapers, " said Shepard. 

"A weapon? Of what kind?" asked Hackett cautiously but with a hint of 
interest . 

"We're not sure yet, but we do know that it was supposed to be 
enormous in scale. Nearly a third the size of the Citadel." 



"Sixteen kilometers?" muttered Hackett, scratching his chin, "A 
weapon of that sizea€l based on what I know about the Protheans, it 
must have contained a massive amount of firepower." 

"Liara mentioned that she didn't believe that the Protheans ever 
finished the device, as she has never heard of anything related to 
this in her time as a Prothean researcher and archeologist." 

"The Protheans were the race that came before you, correct?" asked 
Dr. Woods. 

"Yes, " answered Shepard, "But we believe that they were wiped out by 
the Reapers nearly 50,000 years ago." 

"If that was the case, then this weapon might have been the 
Prothean 's endgame. One final effort to stop the Reapers before they 
were destroyed. But if they were never able to finish it and use it, 
then there's no way of knowing exactly how effective it would have 
been . " 

"Send me the schematics Shepard, " said Hackett, "With the kind of 
numbers we're up against, we're going to be hard pressed to win this 
fight conventionally. Any kind leg up or edge we can get on the 
Reapers, we're taking it. If this thing even has a chance of being 
effective, we're damn well going to try and build it." 

Admiral Lasky clearly looked skeptical but held his tongue. Beyond 
his small task force he didn't exactly have any alternatives for 
other options against the Reapers. 

"I'll have EDI send them right away Admiral," said Shepard. 

"Good. Now, is there anything else?" 

"Just one small thing, " began Shepard, "How exactly is Admiral Lasky 
transmitting through the QEC? Unless you installed one on the 
_Infinity_ of coursea€ 1 " 

Lasky chuckled, explaining, "Don't worry Commander, Hackett isn't 
doling out Alliance tech to us left and right if that's what you're 
worrying about. I'll spare you the techno-babble of the process 
because even I had a hard time understanding it. All I know is that 
our AI ' s were able to adapt the algorithmic communicat ions code used 
in your Quantum Entanglement Communicators and adapt it to our own 
holo-transmitters with a rough software patch." 

"Just curious, that's all," said Shepard. 

Lasky nodded in understanding. "Now if you'll excuse me, I have 
another obligation to attend." 

The UNSC Admiral's image faded out of existence, and when it was 
entirely gone Hackett said, 

"Councilor Udina has been briefed on the situation, so there 
shouldn't be any conflicting issues there." 

Shepard had to restrain himself from rolling his eyes which Hackett 
definitely noticed, saying, "I know what you're thinking Shepard, and 
I don't like Udina either. But this isn't the time for disagreements. 



right now Humanity needs to look unified and strong, especially 
considering what kind of reaction the other Councilors will have when 
they see that the UNSC are Human too. Udina is on board with the 
plan, and you will be too." 

"Yes Admiral, " responded Shepard, knowing the tone of an unstated 
order when he heard one. 

"Good. Get the Council on board Shepard, it's the only way we'll have 
a chance . For now, I wouldn't mention this Prothean device unless you 
absolutely have to. There's just too many unknowns about it, and 
right now we need to focus on our main goal of uniting the Council 
species against the Reapers. In the meantime. I'll see what I can do 
to start preliminary research and logistic work on the device. If 
it's feasible to build we'll try it, but I'm going to need more Intel 
other than educated guesses onto what it is. Contact me after the 
meeting as soon as you're able. Hackett out." 

With that. Admiral Hackett ' s image started to fade, then disappeared 
completely as he stepped out of the QEC ' s transmission field. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p><emXstrong>Normandy<strong>_* * Cockpit* * 

"Nearly there Commander, " relayed Joker to Shepard, who stood a bit 
behind the pilot's chair, arms crossed. 

Just as the _Normandy_'s pilot stopped speaking the door to the 
cockpit slid open and four figures walked through. Doctor Woods, the 
Master Chief, and the gunship pilots Dolton and Cehack. Chief, 

Dolton, and Cehack were dressed in Alliance fatigues that they had 
been given recently for Shepard's reason that they would 'draw less 
attention' and 'hopefully prevent any unwanted questioning. 

But now that he was able to first see the Master Chief outside of his 
armor, Shepard was having second thoughts on if the uniform change 
would matter at all. The UNSC Spartan was simply _massive_; Shepard 
had told Traynor to give him the largest fatigue size they had but it 
seemed that he was still straining against the seams. The Chief had 
his sleeves rolled up like all of the other _Normandy_ crew which 
gave everyone a clear view at his chiseled forearms, large biceps, 
and wide, muscular looking hands. 

But what the Commander most noticed about the Chief wasn't his 
impressive physique, but rather his extremely pale skin coupled with 
the myriad of scars criss-crossing every visible part of his body 
except his bald head. His skin was so pale that his hard blueeyes 
nearly shone like piercing beacons in a snow storm, and if every scar 
Shepard saw represented a different battle, then Chief must have been 
through one hell of a war. 

The Master Chief certainly looked intimidating though, not just 
because of his physical stature but also just the way he carried 
himself. He looked extremely alert eyes constantly surveying the 
scene around him and body coiled like a spring, ready to jump into 
action at a seconds notice. Some part of Shepard's mind told him that 
the Chief would probably be left alone, and that it would be a bad 
idea if one were to try and start something with him. 



Doctor Woods however was wearing some very professional looking sort 
of business skirt and blouse combination, the deep blues and golds of 
the outfit bringing out nicely the dark brown of her skin and eyes. 
She clutched a datapad in her hands, and on the lapel of her blouse 
just above her left breast was a small golden eagle pin which below 
the outspread wings displayed the letters 'UNSC.' 

"We're about to come into sight of the Citadel, I thought you all 
might like to see it for the first time from the cockpit, it offers 
the best view, " said Shepard, anticipating the question of why he 
called the USNC personnel to the cockpit . 

Suddenly, the brilliant blue-green nebula that had been obscuring the 
cockpit viewports dissipated, giving the _Normandy_'s new crewmembers 
their first glimpse at the center of galactic civilization. To most, 
it was truly a sight to behold. The five long 'petals' of the station 
that contained the Wards, countless sprawls of urban buildup, 
branching outwards from the hollow 'ring' of the high-class 
presidium. The running lights and slight silhouettes of tens of 
dozens of ships could be seen either travelling to and fro the 
Citadel in the case of civilian freighters, transports, or trade 
ships, or in the case of the Turian task force guarding the station, 
holding fast and looking menacing. 

"Impressive isn't it?" boasted Joker, knowing that nearly everyone 
who saw the Citadel for the first time just gazed in amazement. 

The Master Chief was heavily underwhelmed. "No." 

"I know, I still get shivers whenever I see it," continued Joker, not 
yet registering the Chief's blunt response, "The largest artificial 
construct in the galaxy, forty-eight kilometers of cooperation and 
a€" wait, what? Did you say, 'No'? 

"Yes . " 

"Seriously? Care to explain?" Joker asked sounding slightly 
indignant . 

When the Master Chief didn't start to explain after a few seconds 
Doctor Woods spoke up. "There areaC 1 larger constructs that were 
built by the race that inhabited the galaxy long before us. 

Rings . " 

"Oooh, rings. How fascinating," said Joker sarcast ically , "How big 
were they?" 

"Ten thousand kilometers in diameter, which would translate into a 
thirty-thousand plus kilometer circumference, " revealed Woods. 

Joker choked on the air he was inhaling and even Commander Shepard's 
jaw dropped. "Ten thousand kilometers?" they both said at nearly the 
same time with tones of both disbelief and amazement in their 
voices . 

"Yes. They built seven," said Woods, a small, smug smile forming on 
her lips for some reason as she witnessed the surprise shown by the 
two men. And the Halo Arrays weren't even the largest Forerunner 
constructs Humanity had stumbled upon. She wondered how the two would 
react if they were shown records of The Ark, or the Dyson Sphere 



turned ONI Research Facility Trevelyn. 

"Well Jesus Christ, what were these massive rings for? Don't tell the 
things that built them used them as hula-hoops, did they?" asked 
Joker . 

Woods smiled for a brief second at the _Normandy _pilot's joke, but 
it quickly fell into a frown as she thought about the history behind 
the rings, the Halo Arrays. "They were used as weapons to end a 
galact ic war . " 

"Judging by your use of past-tense, something tells me that the race 
that came before you, the ones who built these weapons, didn't end up 
too well at the end of the war, " observed Shepard. 

"No they did not. They were wiped out," said Woods. 

"Hmm, " said Shepard quietly, eyes shifting towards the deck as the 
Prothean's extinction at the hands of the Reapers came forward into 
his mind, "Sounds familiar." 

"Citadel Docking Control, this is SSV _Normandy_, requesting docking 
assistance, " said Joker into the comm. 

"_SSV _Normandy _this is Control, we are transferring you to an 
Alliance Docking Cfficer, standby. 

"Pshh, figures," started Joker, "We're barely back in action and 
Alliance Command already wants us back on a leash." 

"_And it's our pleasure to have you back Flight Lieutenant Moreau. 
It's been ever so long since we've heard from you. Please proceed to 
Docking Bay D24 in Presidium Ring, C-Sec personnel will be present to 
escort Commander Shepard to the Council meeting. 

"Ch a€" urn a€" uh a€" yes ma'am, my sincerest apologies ma'am. D24, 
we'll be right there," stammered out Joker, obviously not expecting 
the docking officer to hear his opinionated dissent of her 
authority . 

While Shepard chuckled lightly at the pilot's antics, the Master 
Chief's thin lips pursed into a small frown at the unprofessionalism. 
Such behavior would not have been tolerated in the UNSC, at least not 
anywhere that he had served. Woods, Cehack, and Dolton must have felt 
the same way as they're faces remained tight-lipped and 
neutral . 

Joker steadily brought the _Normandy _into dock and when the docking 
clamps secured the ship to the dock with an audible thud, he 
announced with a fake celebratory tone, "We're here." 

Shepard motioned for the group to exit the cockpit, and when the 
doorway slid open they found Liara, Ashley, Kaiden, and James waiting 
for them just outside the airlock to the outside. 

Shepard immediately started assigning duties. "Alright, Liara, Doctor 
Woods, you two are coming with me to the Council meeting. Ash, you're 
in charge of Cehack, Dolton, and the Master Chief. Show them around 
the Presidium, get something to eat, check out some of the various 
weapons and armor dealers, whatever you want to do. If you see 



something you really want that's more than that, let me know and I'll 
get you the funds. Here's a thousand hundred credits, knock 
yourselves out." 

Shepard tossed Williams a credit chit, which she caught out of the 
air and put into one of her pockets. 

"Vega, you can do whatever you want to do. Join up with Ash and our 
UNSC friends or go off on your own, just be ready to come back to the 
_Normandy _ASAP if I need you too. Kaiden, you have the ship while 
I'm away. Keep the crew alert and the ship ready to depart at a 
moment's notice." 

"What, no credit chit for me Commander?" asked Vega. 

"Fraid not Vega, sorry, " responded Shepard. 

"Aw mana€ 1 " grumbled Vega. Just then, the Master Chief turned his 
back to Vega in order to face the airlock and the Alliance Marine was 
able to see the nearly two inch long, extremely thin cut near the 
base of his head. 

"Hey Chief? How ' d you get that cut on the back of your head if you've 
been inside your armor this whole time? Did ya get yourself shaving?" 
asked the curious Marine. "You know, now that I look at it some more, 
that's an awfully clean cut, surgical almostaC 1 " 

"Not a cut, " said Chief, looking back over his shoulder at Vega, 

"UNSC neural lace." 

"A neural lace huh? What does that do?" asked Vega. 

"That's classified," answered the Master Chief. 

"Oh sure, okay," said Vega. Not letting Chief's answer deter his 
curiosity, he continued with, "Is your uha€ 1 AI friend in there? 
Cortala? " 

"Cortana, " corrected Chief, "And yes, part of her." 

"Oh. Like, inside? Your brain?" 

The Master Chief nodded. 

"Sure. Okay. Well, urn. Can she, you knowaC 1 " stuttered Vega, "Control 
you? " 

"No, she can't control me. But she can see what I see, hear what I 
hear, the like . " 

"Wow. That's... cool? Can she talk to you? Like, through your brain 
matter or whatever?" 

"Yes . " 

"Huh. Fascinating. Don't get me wrong, creepy as hell, but 
fascinating . " 

With a loud hiss of air, the _Normandy_'s inner airlock slid open at 
the beckoning of Shepard's input code. 



"Alright, " said the Commander, looking over the assembly of 
_Normandy_ crewmembers, "Let's go." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Docking Bay D24 Waiting Area<strong> 

Sitting in the waiting area with her legs crossed, face hidden behind 
a holozine, a woman sat watching as the crew of the _Normandy 
_disembarked . She was wearing simple tan pants and a modest blouse, 
along with a navy blue jacket to both complete the outfit and protect 
against the slight chill that the Citadel atmosphere was often kept 
at . 

Twirling a stylus in one hand, the woman shifted her positioning 
slightly so that the barrel of the compacted M-9x pistol hidden away 
in a holster behind her jacket wasn't poking her in the ribs. 

As a C-Sec officer walked up to greet Commander Shepard the contact 
lenses which changed the woman's eye color from its natural brown to 
a new light blue recorded everything she was looking at and streamed 
it through a dozen encrypted connections back to a Cerberus data 
dump . 

Lifting a well-manicured finger, a nearly invisible drone smaller 
than the size of a pinhead lifted off from her fingernail and flew 
its way over to the Commander where it settled into one of the folds 
on his dress uniform. The Cerberus bug would record every second of 
the Council meeting Shepard was going to, and was so technologically 
advanced that there was no chance C-Sec screening would detect 
it . 

But what was of more interest to this women in particular, rather 
than her main mission of audio bugging the Council meeting, was the 
sighting of unfamiliar faces stepping off of the _Normandy_ into the 
Presidium dock. Contact lens cameras recording everything, she saw 
four individuals she didn't recognize. One brown-skinned, dark haired 
woman was wearing some form of professional attire and sticking close 
to Shepard, while another tall sandy-blonde haired man along with a 
shorter Asian looking man dressed in Alliance fatigues were both 
looking around with the same wide-eyed stare that always gave away 
first-time visitors to the Citadel, especially the 
Presidium . 

However, the person that caught most of the woman's attention was the 
veritable giant of a man near the back of the group. Standing more 
than a head taller than everyone else with a body frame that was 
nearly bursting out of his Alliance fatigues, dark eyes narrow, 
darting all around the docking bay. 

It seemed that he was carefully examining every being he could, and 
when his eyes settled on her, she made herself busy with her 
holozine . 

After a couple of seconds, the hairs on the back of the woman's neck 
stood up and she looked back up only to see that the large man was 
still staring right at her. Suddenly she decided that she should go, 
deactivating her holozine and standing up out of her chair. 



with a quick, purposeful stride, Miranda Lawson tried to lose herself 
in the crowd as she headed for the elevators. 

"Well, this is new." 

The Master Chief nodded his head ever so slightly in a response to 
Cortana's observation, taken through his eyes. Stepping off of the 
_Normandy_ onto the Citadel certainly revealed aa€ 1 different 
situation than he was used too. 

All throughout the docking bay aliens of all the kinds he had 
recently learned about mixed and mingled together. Humans, Turians, 
Salarians, Asari, a couple of four-eyed Batarians, and even one of 
those jellyfish-looking Hanar creatures. 

For nearly the past four decades if Chief had seen such a grouping of 
aliens together he wouldn't know what to think. On one hand emptying 
a full magazine into them would have seemed the safer and wiser 
course of action, even though he was acutely aware of the fact that 
none of these aliens had ever been associated with the Covenant. Now 
though he was a more a 'tourist' than anything, being led along 
sightseeing by Lieutenant Williams as Shepard and the two Doctors 
attended their Council meeting. 

As the Chief observed every being that he could see in the bay, he 
took special note to try and identify how each species differed in 
appearance. For the humans it was obvious, different genders, colors 
of skin, color and style of hair, facial features, dress, the list 
went on. 

Asari were a bit more difficult being that their entire race looked 
female, which left only differences in skin color, height, dress, and 
in a couple of instances colored facial decorations to tell them 
apart from a distance. 

Turians, Salarians, and Batarians were harder still. Most of the 
Turians that he saw in the bay looked remarkably similar in body and 
head shape, save for some minor height differences. However the Chief 
did manage to notice some skin color variation, as well as what was 
most obvious to the eye, the stark differences in what appeared to be 
facial paint on each one of their faces. 

Salarians he noticed differed in skin color as well as scale pattern 
variation, but aside from those and dress that was about all he could 
tell. As for Batarians, the two he saw talking together looked 
exactly similar save for their different color jumpsuits. 

He wasn't the only one doing the observing however. Despite the fact 
that he wasn't familiar with alien facial expressions it seemed that 
the look of surprise was similar across all humanoid species. The 
Chief certainly seemed to be getting it a lot from the various beings 
in the docking bay. They all seemed to have something better to look 
at it seemed whenever he looked back at them. 

As the group walked forwards and a middle aged looking man wearing a 
uniform with the letters 'C-SEC' on it greeted Shepard, the Master 
Chief's eyes fell upon a human woman sitting cross-legged on a chair 
in what appeared to be a waiting area. 

Without any kind of warning, as soon as he looked at this woman the 



hairs on the back of Chief's neck stood up and he got the same 
buzzing feeling deep in the pit of his stomach that usually appeared 
in combat situations whenever something just wasn't right. 

Chief immediately memorized every detail of the woman. Blond hair in 
a tight bun, pants and blouse with a jacket that was loose enough to 
possibly conceal a weapon, a datapad in one hand and a pen in the 
other. She was slender, with light blue eyes that met his for a split 
second, then returned to the datapad 

"I see her Chief," said Cortana, "I'm trying to access the Citadel's 
systemsaC 1 hmmaC 1 it appears that Citadel Security has compiled a 
database of nearly every one of its inhabitant's biometric scans. 

Huh. You'd think something like this would have more layers of 
security, give me a second while I hack into it." 

As Shepard, Dr. T'soni, and Dr. Woods got into some kind of vehicle 
along with the C-Sec officer that had greeted them, the woman stood 
up out of her chair quickly and set off at a brisk pace towards what 
looked to be a pair of elevators at the far end of the bay. 

As the vehicle which Shepard and the two Doctors got into lifted off 
with a whine and flew away. Lieutenant Williams turned to the 
remaining _Normandy _crewmembers and said, "C'mon boys, let's start 
by going down to the Presidium Commons. Elevators are this 
way . " 

Williams, Vega, Dolton, and Cehack started making their way towards 
the elevators and the Chief followed behind, never taking his eyes 
off of the woman who had been sitting in the chair. By now the woman 
had reached the elevators and walked through the open doors of one of 
the two, joining a few other Humans and a couple of Turians. She 
turned around to face the insides of the docking bay, but when she 
saw the Chief was still looking at her she reached and pressed the 
door close button. 

Right when her elevator started ascending the _Normandy _group 
reached the other elevator, the door sliding open at the press of 
William's finger. 

"I'm tracking her elevator, it's only triggered stop is the Presidium 
Commons, the same level that we're going to," said Cortana as they 
stepped into the elevator. Ashley pressed the button for the 
Presidium Commons and as the elevator ascended Cortana added, "Get 
this Chief, I've just filtered through C-Sec's databanks for a human 
woman matching that description, and nothing comes up. But that's not 
the interesting thing. C-Sec has matching biometric scans of 
fifty-eight people that were present in the docking bay when we 
arrived. Chief, there were fifty-_nine_ that you saw by my count. 
Guess who the missing person was?" 

Chief already knew the answer. 

The elevator halted and when its doors opened up the small _Normandy_ 
contingent stepped out into the Presidium Commons for the first 
time . 

The Chief looked around quickly, taking in his surroundings. 

According to what he'd been told the Presidium represented the 
'high-class' portion of the Citadel and it certainly looked as 



such . 


Pristine white, grooved walls highlighted by small green shrubs or 
trees comprised the borders of the level that they seemed to have 
stepped out onto. Looking out across the way it was revealed that the 
gleaming Presidium buildings seemed to be built into the curvature of 
the ring itself. A sparkling blue river ran along the 'ground' of the 
ring, bordered by larger trees and sitting areas and spanned by wide 
bridges every so often. Chief felt a slight breeze and sunshine on 
his face, which probably signified an artificial atmosphere. 

The whole scene reminded him of Halo. 

Aerial vehicles zipped to and forth in the airspace between the two 
sides of the ring, and he saw Humans, Turians, Asari, Salarians, even 
a couple of the round Volus creatures along with a hulking Elcor 
meandering around both on their level and across the river. Nearly 
all, he noticed, in nice clothing. 

Looking to the left he saw stairs that led upwards to a few counters 
and terminals, but no sign of the woman. When he looked right 
however, he saw that same blonde bun bouncing up and down in the 
middle of a crowd of people about fifteen meters away. 

He was about to alert the Lieutenant to the woman when she excitedly 
exclaimed, "Man it's been almost two years since I've been to the 
Presidium. C'mon, let's go see what kind of food we can get. The 
Commander's buying after all." 

Williams started walking to the right towards an enclosed hallway 
with walls comprised of holographic advertisements, which was 
thankfully the same direction the mystery woman was going. 

Chief was about to try and alert Williams again when she suddenly 
turned left, dragging Dolton by the elbow and saying, "Ooh, Apollo's 
CafA©. I like the sound of that." 

Cehack and Vega followed the Lieutenant down the stairs and to the 
left, but instead of turning with the rest of the group the Master 
Chief continued walking forwards, trying his best to use a passing 
group of Turians to cover his movement from the others. Not that it 
would have made much difference if anyone had had looked back, as the 
strange looks that the Turians were giving him probably would have 
given him away. 

Luckily he got away unnoticed and continued to trail the 
blonde-bunned woman. After walking another few meters the woman 
turned right suddenly into another corridor, and when Chief reached 
it he saw that it was a stairway which led up and branched out into a 

' T ' . 


He reached the top of the staircase and first looked right, seeing 
nothing, but saw the woman running down the hallway when he looked 
left. That caught his attention, and he quickly took off after her, 
accelerating faster than nearly any human in existence. He was 
quickly closing the distance, shooting past what appeared to be 
apartment doors when the woman stopped and slammed her fist into 
something on a wall, darting into an opening that hadn't been there 
before . 



He slid to a stop in front of the small passageway that had just been 
opened hands raised, ready for anything. 

"Chief!" cried Cortana in warning. 

A few meters inside the narrow passageway the woman stood facing him, 
pistol aimed squarely at his chest. 

He saw two muzzle flashes, and he probably would have been killed 
were it not for the hardlight emitter attached to his belt, the 
barrier flaring to life and deflecting the two projectiles. 

With the introduction into a combat scenario, physiological triggers 
sent adrenaline along with a variety of other artificial chemicals 
that his body had been altered to produce coursing throughout his 
blood vessels. The picture his eyes could see sharpened and he felt 
an increase of feeling and control in his limbs. The analytical 
functions and motor capabilities of his brain and body sped up by a 
factor so immense that it resulted in a phenomenon where it seemed 
that time all around Chief slowed down. 

Throughout the Spartan Corps, this phenomenon was simply referred to 
as 'Spartan Time.' 

His first priority was to separate the weapon from the woman's hand. 
The hallway was narrow, maybe half a meter wider than his body width, 
which meant that he would have to rely on short, quick jabs and chops 
to do the job rather than more powerful sweeping strikes. 

The Chief leapt forward quick as lightning chopping the pistol with 
the side of his left hand, which forced the woman's hands against the 
side of the hallway. 

The enclosed space also meant he had little room for error, and as 
the woman began to separate her right hand from the grip of the 
pistol the muzzle flashed again. Chief feeling the whiz of a 
projectile passing mere inches away from his head. He did not hear a 
sound however which meant that it must have been suppressed, even 
though the pistol didn't display a pronounced silencer. 

The Chief grasped the pistol with the left hand that had chopped it 
against the wall and yanked downwards hard, ripping the weapon from 
the woman's grasp. Right as he did that the woman's left hand began 
to glow blue as a whirling field encompassed it, then started to 
slowly move in Chief's direction from his 'slowed-time' 
perspective . 

With that one action. Chief knew that this fight had gotten a lot 
more dangerous. In milliseconds his mind recalled every fact he had 
read about biotics and those who wielded them from his studying 
earlier, and knew he had to end this quick lest he get disintegrated 
by unstable dark energy. 

He knew that one of the first things he had to do was cripple her 
hands, as that was where most biotic techniques were formed and 
launched from. 

Chief immediately dropped the taken pistol in his left hand and shot 
it out, gripping hold of the woman's right hand and fingers before 
the weapon even hit the floor. He saw the beginnings of a biotic 



projectile form in the woman's left hand and as it was launched he 
turned his body sideways, the blue mass passing harmlessly by him and 
hitting the wall, disintegrating part of it. 

At that same time he squeezed the woman's with his left hand with his 
own, feeling the fingers and hand bones being crushed under the 
massive power of his grip. The woman's face contorted as she cried 
out in pain, but the Chief wasn't don't yet. He lashed out with his 
leg and delivered a vicious kick to the woman's left knee with the 
sole of his boot, the joint giving way under his foot and snapping 
backwards . 

During the Covenant War a strike of similar power delivered to a 
Sangheili while he was in his Mjolnir would have completely destroyed 
the joint, so he had no doubt that the strike he had just given had 
at least shattered the woman's kneecap along with severely tearing 
the various tendons and ligaments critical to supporting the 
leg . 

Overwhelmed by pain the biotic field swirling around her left hand 
started to dissipate. 

The Chief saw his chance to incapacitate her remaining hand and was 
about to strike forwards when the woman opened her palm 
andaC 1 

Suddenly, the Chief couldn't move. He was frozen into place mid- jab, 
none of his muscles were responding to his brains commands to 
contract or relax, not even his eyes. The woman collapsed to her good 
knee, muffling screams of agony by biting into her unbroken hand. She 
eyed her dropped pistol lying on the floor about half a meter behind 
the Master Chief, but must have decided against trying to go for it 
for some reason. She looked up to Chief, and he could see that past 
the pain-triggered tears streaming down her face were eyes full of 
both hate, and complete terror. 

The woman tried to get up and nearly collapsed again, bracing herself 
with her good hand on the wall. Taking one last look at Chief in his 
frozen state, she turned around and quickly limped away down the 
hall, disappearing down another corner about ten meters down. 

It was nearly thirty seconds later by Chief's count when whatever was 
causing him to be unable to move wore off. He stood back straight 
again, flexing his various muscles to make sure he had full 
control . 

"Cortana, what just happened?" he asked. 

"She seemed to put you into a stasis field. A biotic technique that 
completely immobilizes a target for a set period of time, but also 
makes them nearly invulnerable to any other damage." 

"That must have been why she didn't try and kill me when she had the 
chance . " 

"PerhapsaC 1 though I just did some more digging and it seems that 
there are two versions of the technique. One like what you were just 
in, and another which allows for the target in the field to take 
damage, yet at the cost of the target being suspended for a much 
shorter period of time." 



The Chief thought back to the Mars mission where he had seen 
Commander Shepard utilize the second version of the stasis field 
technique . 

"Can you track her?" he asked. 

"I was, but there was an aircar waiting for her at the end of this 
maintenance hallway. If this was a UNSC installation she wouldn't 
have stood a chance, but the Citadel's systems are just too 
unfamiliar to me right now. I lost her, sorry John." 

"It's alright," he answered, bending over to pick up the woman's 
pistol, "We still have this." 

He looked over it for a couple of seconds, turning it over in his 
hands. It was jet black, very light, and quite small, gradual curves 
taking the place of the hard lines that the outside of weapons 
usually possessed. There didn't seem to be any sort of scope, 
although he did see a trio of familiar notches that comprised the 
pistol's iron sights. He managed to make out the faint edges of a 
button near the top of the grip, and thinking that it might be a mag 
release he pressed it. Instead of depositing a magazine however, the 
gun whirred and compacted even more, part of the middle compressing 
inwards while the front and back slid together. 

"Do you want me to alert Commander Shepard?" asked Cortana. 

"No, not yet. I'll approach him after his Council meeting." 

Now compacted to its smallest state, the pistol was small enough to 
fit unobtrusively into a fatigue pocket. The Master Chief stepped out 
of maintenance hallway and back into the main apartment hallway, 
pressing the button to close the door as he did so. 

Not a second later Vega appeared around the corner at the top of the 
stairs, and when he spotted Chief he called, "Hey! There you are big 
man, we were looking all over for you." 

Vega took a few steps towards him but stopped when he saw the holo-ad 
on the wall the Chief was facing. 

"Blasto 6 huh? Yeah, I agree that it looks pretty interesting but 
honestly, I don't think they can top Blasto 3. I mean, when Blasto 
took out an entire mere company wielding a Carnifex in each tentacle? 
Completely _loco_. " 

The Chief just nodded, and Vega took that as a sign that they should 
head back. 

"C'mon, the Commander's buying Apollo's and I'm starving," he said, 
walking back down the stairs as Chief followed. "You know, you 
wouldn't expect a guy as big as you to be able to disappear so 
easyaC 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p><strong>Citadel Tower<strong> 
**Private Council Meeting Room** 



**March 3****rd****, 2186** 


"This Council meeting will now officially come to order." Looking 
around the circular table the Salarian Councilor Valern observed each 
of his fellow Councilor's faces, all tight-lipped and grim due to the 
nature of their gathering. Only Commander Shepard seemed to keep a 
neutral expression, although to Valern 's trained eye he suspected 
that it was a little forced. "We are here today to address the newly 
emerged Reaper threat, and to discuss what possible actions we are to 
take to ensure our survival as a civilization." 

"I just got word from Palaven not long ago," started Sparatus, 
obviously not wanting to waste time. "Approximately four hundred 
Reapers came through the Mass Relay and started assaulting the planet 
and the Turian forces there." 

Sparatus looked down at the table and paused, as if he was dreading 
what he was about to say. "We're being decimated. Of the three fleets 
called to defend Palaven, one has been completely destroyed and the 
other two are taking horrendous losses, approaching fifty percent 
casualties. It's not much better on the ground. Turian discipline is 
holding the line in most areas, but at heavy costs. The Reapers also 
have aerial and orbital supremacy and they are using it heavily to 
their advantage. Casualty estimates areaC 1 enormous. Six-hundred 
thousand militaryaCl eight million civilians." 

"Eight million?" gasped Tevos quietly. 

Sparatus nodded gravely. "Those are just the early reports as well, 
eight hours ago or so. The numbers now are likely far 
higheraC 1 " 

"The situation at Earth is much worse, " said Shepard. "Two hundred 
Reapers initially assaulted the Sol system, and the Alliance Eifth 
and Second Elects have both sustained upwards of forty percent 
casualties defending before being forced to abandon the system when 
six hundred more arrived in system." 

"You had to abandon Earth? SpiritsaCl" said Sparatus, shaking his 
head in dismay at what that could signify for Palaven. 

"Yes. It was unfortunateaC 1 but necessary," said Councilor Udina. 
"However we have managed to buy some time for the remaining Human 
colonies by disabling the Charon Relay, which will force the Reapers 
to use conventional ETL to reach their next target." 

"You _disabled_ the Charon Relay?" asked Tevos, "You didn'taCl" 

"No, we did not destroy the Relay. It was just shut off," corrected 
Udina . 

"That's impossible," Tevos accused with a glare, "No one has ever 
been able to figure out how to shut off a Mass Relay safely. Unless 
there is something you're not telling us Udina." 

Udina and Shepard shared a look, and Shepard nodded at the Human 
Councilor . 

"Actually, _we_, the Alliance, didn't do anything." 



"And what do you mean by that?" questioned Sparatus . 

From his seat at the table Valern blinked twice in quick succession. 
So, it seemed that the Humans would come out and reveal their new 
friends right out of the gate. This would certainly be interesting to 
see . 

"About two hours before the first wave of Reapers arrived, two 
unknown vessels suddenly appeared a few hundred thousand kilometers 
above Earth, " began Shepard. 

"Appeared?" questioned Tevos. "Through the Mass Relay? Or through 
conventional FTL?" 

"Neither," answered Shepard. "They justa€ 1 appeared." 

"I'm not quite sure I believe you Commander. Two ships just magically 
appeared above Earth out of thin air?" questioned Tevos 
skeptically . 

"Here is footage from an Alliance reconnaissance satellite observing 
local space at that time. See for yourself." Shepard withdrew a 
datapad from inside his uniform, pressed it a couple of times, and 
slid it over to Tevos. 

Valern studied Tevos' face as she read what the datapad had to offer. 
At first she furrowed her eyebrows when she saw that the Commander 
had indeed been telling the truth. Then, when she discovered another 
piece of information her face changed into one of unmistakable 
surprise . 

"ThisaCl this can't be right. Commander, your reading say that these 
two ships are each over _five_ kilometers long?" 

"The numbers are correct, " clarified Shepard. 

"Spirits, five kilometers? What did you do after they arrived?" asked 
Sparatus . 

"By Hackett ' s reports we nearly got into a shootout," said Udina, 

"But he was able to diffuse the situation enough to establish 
communicat ions and agree upon the _Normandy_ as a first contact 
meeting point." 

"We haven't quite been having the greatest luck with first contacts 
lately, " said Tevos, "The Rachni, the Krogan eventually, the first 
contact with your species Commander, and now the Reapers." 

"Well this one went significantly better. The two new factions agreed 
to a temporary truce with the Systems Alliance and actually helped us 
fight the Reapers, " said Shepard. 

"Two factions?" asked Sparatus. 

"Yes. We found out during our first contact negotiations that each 
ship was commanded by a different species. Note the stark differences 
in ship design, " said Shepard. 

"They fought alongside you? But they must have barely even known 



you!" said Tevos. 


"The Reapers have a way ofa€ 1 bringing people together," said 
Shepard . 

"I must admit I am extremely curious to see how these five kilometer 
ships performed against the Reapers," said Sparatus . 

Shepard motioned for the datapad and Tevos returned it to him. He 
pressed a few times and suddenly one of the walls of the room 
transformed into a vid screen. Shepard pressed on the datapad one 
more time and combat footage from the battles above Earth and the 
assault on the Charon Relay began to play. 

Valern crossed his arms to watch what he had already seen, three 
times before this now actually. However, the differing viewpoints of 
footage from the Alliance ships rather than from the STG spy 
satellite was certainly interesting. 

When the playback halted, the Council room was silent following the 
reveal of the absolutely massive firepower and untold of defensive 
capabilities possessed by these two new factions. 

"And those two ships weren't it either, they both received 
reinforcements. But by the Spirits themselves, I've never seen more 
deadly weaponry in my lifetime," said Sparatus. The wonder and 
apprehension was evident in his tone of voice. "Who are these 
people? " 

"How about you see for yourselves?" said Shepard, getting up and 
going to the door. He pressed the intercom that would transmit to the 
two guards outside and said, "Send in Dr. Woods please." 

When Dr. Woods walked in a tad meekly Sparatus, Tevos, and even 
Valern were shocked into silence. Valern had known about the 
existence and actions of the new factions allied with the Systems 
Alliance, but he didn't know that they were a€" 

"Human?" blurted out Tevos in a tone of surprised dismay. 

"Urn, yes I am Human," said Woods. "I am Doctor Margaret Woods and I 
represent the United Nations Space Command." 

"United Nations Space Command," parroted Sparatus. 

"Yes, or UNSC for short. Currently I am serving with Commander 
Shepard aboard the _Normandy_ as the UNSC's liaison to the Systems 
Alliance . " 

"Which ships are your factions'?" asked Sparatus right off of the 
bat, pointing towards the video display. 

Obviously caught off-guard by the question. Woods stuttered for a 
second, looking at the display. "Urn, the angled, blocky ones it would 
seem . " 

"And what's your strength? How many ships does the UNSC have here?" 
continued Sparatus. 

"Twenty-four ships, " answered Woods, anticipating that specific 



question . 


"Twenty-four shipsa€ 1 " said Sparatus, "Twenty-four ships that can 
each take down a Reaper faster than five of my own." 

The Turian Councilor took a moment, looking deeply at each Doctor 
Woods, Shepard, and Udina. "Doctor Woods, Udina, CommanderaC 1 The 
Turian Hierarchy needs that kind of firepower on its side. We'll do 
whatever it takes, whatever demands you have a€" " 

"Hold on a moment Sparatus," interrupted Tevos, holding up a hand, "I 
think you are rushing too quickly into this decision, letting your 
desperation for an effective weapon against the Reapers cloud your 
judgmental abilities." 

"I know _exactly _how desperate I am being Tevos," snapped Sparatus. 
"The time for 'judgment' is long past. We ignored Shepard and the 
Human's warnings about the Reapers for the longest time. Now they are 
here in force and good Turians are _dying_ because we were too 
arrogant to listen. These humans, this 'UNSC', they can help 
us ! " 

"Are you mad!" cried Tevos, "You can't rush into negotiations and 
treaties like this! Don't you have any questions? I mean, she's Human 
for Goddess' sake! How did this UNSC get here? Where did they come 
from? How have we never heard of them before? How is it possible to 
have ships as large as they do? Where is this other 'faction' that 

was mentioned and what kind of agenda do _they_ have?" 

"The only 'question' I have right now is what can the Turians do to 

ensure UNSC support in our fight against the Reapers?" 

Shepard and Udina shared another look. Secretly this is exactly what 
they had both wanted, the promise of devastating UNSC firepower 
swaying the Council leaders to agree to a mutual defensive alliance 
between them all, and the Turians had fallen for it hook, line, and 
sinker . 

"The Systems Alliance only has one request," started Udina. "The 
ReapersaC 1 this is a threat the likes of which we have never faced 
before. Alone we will be destroyed one by one until there is nothing 
left. Only together will we have any sort of chance . I propose a full 
defensive alliance between the Council races. Militarily, 
economically , politically, the works. Complete and unopposed 
cooperation in every field. If we can agree to that, then the UNSC 
will agree to assist us in all aspects of this war." 

There was no hesitation from Sparatus. "Done. The Turian Hierarchy 
agrees to this proposal. Alone we have no hope, Palaven has shown me 
that clearly enough." 

Despite her hundreds of years of political experience, Tevos 
swallowed nervously in the face of the stares of all the others in 
the room. "Though the Turians might be misguided and desperate enough 
to rush into such an alliance, the Asari will not. The striking fact 
remains that as effective as this 'United Nations Space Command' is 
against the Reapers, imagine how devastating their weapons would be 
if turned on us. We simply _do not know_ enough about them to agree 
to such a proposal." 



"The UNSC fully recognizes that it is the Reapers who are the real 
threat here," assured Woods. "My people are tired of war, but we 
recognize that the Reapers won't stop until either they take out us, 
or we take out them. They must be opposed, but to oppose them 
_ef f ect ively_ we must work together. Anything less and our chances 
are much, much lower. If and when we have won this war we can discuss 
matters of more intricate relations between our separate factions. 
However, I can guarantee that those races who recognize working 
together is our only option will look just that much more attractive 
as potential allies to my leadership. The UNSC doesn't want to be 
involved in another galactic genocide if there was something that we 
could have done to help prevent it." 

Shepard took a moment to glance at Dr. Woods. He really didn't know 
much about the UNSC or its people but something about her statement 
caught in his throat. 'Genocide?' The UNSC had all the hallmarks of 
coming out of a big war, and fairly recently too. Their extremely 
powerful ships and weapons, the stark professionalism of all of their 
soldiers, but also the obvious fatigue he was able to see, not 
entirely physical, but mostly mental. 

Shepard decided he would get the answers from Dr Woods when they were 
back on the Normandy. 

"Despite that reassurance, my doubts still remain. The Asari know 
nearly nothing about your faction other than that they are Human, 
which itself is extremely _alarming_, and we are expected to just 
accept your presence and risk our lives against the Reapers alongside 
you? For Goddess' sake we still don't even know how you got 
here ! " 

"An ancient artifact we were investigating reacted to our presence 
and sent us into Alliance space," responded Woods. 

"You mean to tell me that an artifact randomly teleported you to, of 
all places in this entire _galaxy_, right above the home world of the 
Systems Alliance? Who happen to be Human as well? Can you see the 
reasons for which I am being cautious? The possibilities for an 
ulterior motive or a play against us just seems too high, " Tevos 
spoke in a voice bleeding apprehension. 

"Are you serious Tevos? An ulterior motive?" questioned Udina. "The 
only _motive_ we have here is trying to survive against the 
Reapers ! " 

"Why should the Asari put any trust in this UNSC?" 

"You should trust them because the Systems Alliance trusts them, " 
answered Udina. 

"Please," scoffed Tevos. The Alliance only trusts them because they 
shouldered the brunt of the Reaper attack, albeit I imagine 
unwillingly. Is that correct? If you truly came from somewhere else, 
you can't expect me to believe that the UNSC _want_ed to fight 
against the Reapers alongside the Systems Alliance?" 

"Well, no, " said Woods, "At first we were more concerned with 
figuring out what exactly had happened and where we were. But like 
Commander Shepard said, the Reapers didn't leave us much of a choice. 
However, the decision to ally with and assist the Systems Alliance 



was entirely our own." 

"And what about this second faction? Where are they now? Where is 
their representative?" hounded Tevos. 

"Wea€ 1 we do not know," admitted Woods. 

"And what is meant by that? That you don't know?" 

"This other faction, the Sangheili as they are called, took their 
ships after the assault on the Charon Relay and jumped to an unknown 
location," said Woods. 

"See? The UNSC might be tame now, but what if they decide that they 
no longer want to help us and disappear into the depths of our galaxy 
like these Sag-Nelly? What if they decide that we have something they 
want and start using their vastly superior weapons against us? The 
Asari cannot take that risk." 

"You're being ridiculous Tevos," accused Udina. "The Reapers are at 
your doorstep and you want to just turn away the most effective 
weapons we have against them?" 

"It will take the Asari government some time before a€" " 

"Time? It will take _time!?_ We're out of time Tevos! This isn't a 
problem you can't debate over a couple of decades before finally 
acting, not like you're used too!" nearly shouted Sparatus . 

"I am not ignoring anything! The Asari will not be strong-armed into 
such a drastic alliance by two Council races which are so desperate 
to find others to help shoulder their burden!" 

"Don't you understand Councilor?" started Shepard, "The time for 
action is not later, it is now. The Reapers are here _now_. Humans 
and Turians are dying by the millions right _now_. " 

"Which I agree is tragic but a€" " 

"But what? Tragic, but not tragic enough? Tell me Tevos, will it be 
_tragic_ enough for you when the Reapers steamroll over you sorry 
excuse for a military and set fire to Thessia? When millions of Asari 
start dying in the same way that Turians and Humans are 
now? " 


"**Enough ! **" 

Councilor Valern, who had been silent for nearly the entire meeting 
save for the opening formalities cleared his throat after bellowing 
the command which had stopped the raising voices of the Council in 
its tracks. 

"This bickering is getting us nowhere. There will be no more dancing 
around this issue, " said Valern, looking severely at everyone 
present. "Councilor Tevos, will the Asari or will they not join the 
total alliance proposed by Udina." 

Tevos paused for a moment, biting her lip before answering. 

"a€ INo. " 



"No? What do you mean, 'No'?" asked Sparatus, the biting tone of his 
two-toned voice now approaching a growl. 

"The sad truth, is that while the Reapers are busy in Human and 
Turian territory, the Asari will have time to fortify and 
prepare . " 

"I don't know why I expected anything different from you Tevos. Only 
the Asari could be selfish enough to sacrifice others just to try and 
get an advantage at a later time," growled Sparatus lowly. 

"You're a goddamn coward Councilor," said Shepard angrily, "Using us 
as shields to buy time for yourself. Answer this, how do the Asari 
expect to fare any better against the Reapers than we are?" 

"I don't have to take insults from you. I am simply doing what is 
best for the Asari," said Tevos firmly. 

"No, you're absolutely right," said Valern, looking at Sparatus and 
seeing the Turian narrow his eyes at him. The Salarian then looked to 
Tevos, who was starting to smugly smile at what she thought was the 
Salarian 's approval of her strategy. "You are a coward Tevos." 

The Asari Councilor's expression suddenly changed from one to 
open-mouthed astonishment. "You too Valern? But Salarian space is the 
furthest away from any of this conflict, you of all people should 
understand a€" " 

"Understand what? That to cower and hide while the Humans and the 
Turians take the brunt of the Reaper invasion? Salarian space is the 
most protected distance-wise from the Reaper threat, which is also 
why we can afford to offer our total support to the war effort 
without having to worry about civilian safety." 

Sparatus nodded at Valern from across the table, but the Salarian 
could tell that this was no ordinary nod. His was a nod of 
appreciation, of understanding, and of thankfulness. 

"The Salarian Union will agree to enter into this alliance along with 
the Turian Hierarchy and the Human Systems Alliance. Only by standing 
together will we be able to raise a significant defense against the 
Reapers," solidified Valern. 

Looking to Councilor Tevos, Valern continued, "Councilor Tevos, since 
it is evident that the Asari have no interest in participating in 
this galaxy-wide alliance against the Reapers, you are excused from 
this meeting. There is nothing else that we could require you 
for. " 

Though each Council member possessed the same political 'rank', it 
was extremely obvious that Valern 's request a€" Valern 's _command_ 
had the weight of an order behind it. That, coupled with the daggers 
that were being stared into her by Sparatus, Udina, and Shepard, and 
the unabashed shock from Dr. Woods caused Tevos to stand up out of 
her chair and with all of the dignity she could muster, walk quickly 
out the door. 

As the door slid shut Udina let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his face 
in his hands. "And with that, we just lost the largest economy in the 
galaxy . " 



"If the Asari are going to be so blind as too deny the crosshairs 
pointed at their head, then I say that we are better off without 
them," growled Sparatus . "Besides, we still have the weight of the 
Volus banking clans on our side." 

"Yes, I just hope that will be enough," pondered Udina. 

"I will admit Valern I had passed judgment on you too soon," said 
Sparatus, looking at the Salarian Councilor. "I would have fully 
expected you to have acted the same way that Tevos did." 

"Waiting isn't going to help anyone," said Valern. "The Salarians are 
prepared for this, and we're ready to help in any way we can." 

"Well we are very gracious to be able to count on Salarian support, " 
said Shepard. 

"Of course Commander. It was actually you who prompted such action, 
your words convinced my brother Tol Kirrahe of the potential threat 
of the Reapers, who subsequently convinced me to begin preparing for 
them." Valern looked to Sparatus, continuing, "All of that 
'increasing militarization' that you and Tevos noticed and questioned 
me on for the past two years, that wasn't in preparation for a war. 

It was in preparation for the Reapers." 

"I see," said Sparatus, nodding his head again. "Now that Tevos is 
gone we can finally talk some real strategy. You say that you're 
prepared, but what does 'prepared' mean?" 

"Every Salarian world has been fortified with additional defenses, 
bombing resistant infrastructure, deep underground shelters, 
standardized evacuation plans and routes, the like. Already we have 
ordered every capable male not in a critical civilian position to 
report for military service. We also possess stealth-capable vessels 
that can engage in combat operations or assist in military or 
civilian evacuation." 

"Stealth-capable vessels? Like the _Normandy_?" asked 
Shepard . 

"Correct . " 

"How many?" questioned Sparatus. 

"An entire fleet's worth. Frigates, Destroyers, Cruisers, a few 
Carriers, even a Dreadnought. No expense was spared." 

The Turian Councilor's jaw dropped, mandibles twitching. "An entire 
fleet? A stealthed _Dreadnought_? By the Spirits how much did that 
cost ? " 


"Like I said Councilor, no expense was spared," answered Valern. What 
he _didn't_ say however was just how close the Salarian Union was to 
complete bankruptcy. 

"Is this stealth fleet completely knew? What about your other two 
fleets ? " 


"We commissioned the Special Warfare and Tactics fleet in addition to 



completely retrofitting our other two mainline fleets with other top 
of the line technology." 

"Any other surprises we should know about?" wondered Udina, shaking 
his head in complete disbelief. 

"One final thing. The STG has planted stealthed observation 
satellites in nearly every system with a primary Mass Relay, along 
with a number of more important systems connected via a secondary 
Relay . " 

"Spy satellites? In every system?" repeated Sparatus incredulously. 
"Valern, if I had found out about this a _day_ ago I would have 
heavily considered it to be an act of war. Now though, this might be 
one of our greatest assets. Can they be detected by the Reapers? Do 
they transmit in real time?" 

"Based on the fact that we were able to observe the entireties of the 
battles of Earth and the one going on above Palaven, it appears that 
the Reapers cannot detect them. Which is good, considering that our 
ships use the same stealth technology. And yes, they transmit as 
close to real time as is allowed." 

Sparatus shook his head in disbelief. "I'll be damned if I ever think 
badly of a Salarian again." 

"So you knew about the UNSC for the entire meeting?" asked 
Shepard . 

"For much longer than that. The STG knew as soon as the UNSC 
'appeared' above Earth, and I knew not long after that. But what _I 
_want to know," began Valern, shifting his eyes towards Dr. Woods, 
"Was how you managed to shut off a Mass Relay." 

All eyes fell to Doctor Woods. "Well, I haven't been told of the 
exact details of how it was done, but what I _do_ know is that one of 
our Artificial Intelligences managed to access the Relay's internal 
systems and get it to deactivate." 

"Artificial Intelligence?" said Sparatus, "A fully aware Artificial 
Intelligence? " 

"Yes . " 

"You're glad that you didn't mention that when Tevos was still here," 
said Sparatus, clicking his mandibles. 

"Yes, I was warned that there is some 'animosity' towards AI ' s 
amongst this Council, is that correct?" asked Woods. 

"Normally, I would say yes. But these are drastic times," said 
Sparatus. "If the UNSC needs AI ' s to use their Reaper-killer weapons 
systems, I won't protest a word." 

"Do you think that you could replicate it? Turning off a Mass Relay? 
The tactical and strategic implications of being able to block vast 
sections of space from the Reapers is too immense to ignore, " asked 
Shepard, quick to pounce on this idea. 


"Could it be done Doctor Woods?" asked Valern. 



"I'm not sure," answered Woods truthfully, "I'll have to further 
discuss the matter with my higher-ups." 

"Even so, disabling the Charon Relay has by our calculations bought 
the rest of Alliance space nearly two weeks of time to fortify and 
evacuate," said Udina. "However the problem is going to be finding 
adequate space for all of the evacuees, plus Human refugees that flee 
from other non-Alliance worlds." 

"Any and all Human evacuees are welcome to take refuge in the 
Salarian Union. That is another event that we prepared for, we have 
plenty of space. The same goes for Turian evacuees as well. That way 
all of our civilian populations will be as far away from the fighting 
as possible . " 

"Thank you Valern. Salarian generosity and commitment will not be 
forgotten . " 

"We should call a War Summit amongst the military leaders of our 
different governments," suggested Sparatus . "As much power as we all 
seem to have, we just represent the political spectrum of things. We 
can formalize this Alliance between our different species but our 
military heads will have to be the ones to actually develop a 
strategy to combating the Reapers." 

"Sparatus is right, we should do this soon. Top STG officers and the 
heads of the Salarian Navy and Army will be in attendance, " said 
Valern . 

"With Arcturus Station destroyed, the command of the remaining 
Alliance Military falls to Admiral Hackett, the highest fleet 
officer," said Udina. "He will attend this Summit as well." 

"I will alert Admiral Lasky and the other heads of the UNSC to the 
occurrence of this Summit as soon as I can." 

"What of the Turian Primarch?" asked Valern. 

Sparatus inhaled sharply. "Thata€l might be a problem. Primarch 
Fedorian was conducting an inspection of one of the military bases on 
Palaven's moon Menae when the Reapers attacked. Communications with 
the moon were cut shortly after the attack and neither I nor Palaven 
Command know of the Primarch 's current status. But with the Trebia 
system being as hot as it is, sending a contingent of men to try and 
figure out if he's even still alive would be extremely risky." 

There was silence for a couple of seconds, then Commander Shepard 
spoke up. "The _Normandy_ could go to Menae and attempt to ascertain 
the whereabouts of the Primarch." 

"Are you sure?" asked Sparatus. 

"Yes. It would still be risky, but our stealth systems will give us 
an edge that a typical Turian ship-of-the-line wouldn't have." 

"Very well Commander. I'll send you everything we know about the 
situation on Menae so far and what you can expect. Thank you." 

"Of course. I will leave as soon as I can, but before I go, there is 



one more thing, " said Shepard. Shepard stood up again and walked to 
the door, calling in Dr. T'soni through the intercom. 

T'soni came in shortly after, still dressed in her blue-white labcoat 
and hugging a datapad to her chest with both arms crossed. 

"Dr. T'soni, pleasure to see you again," said Sparatus . "Please 
forgive me if I sound gruff or rude towards you, that is not my 
intention at all. It's just that my patience with certain Asari has 
reached its end. What do you have for us?" 

Liara looked towards Shepard with a confused expression on her face, 
to which the Commander answered by mouthing 'later'. Clearing her 
throat she began, "Before we were forced to flee the Sol system we 
managed to recover the data contained in a Prothean Beacon at the 
Mars Prothean Research Station. Cerberus troops attacked the base in 
an attempt to stop us, but they were unsuccessful . " 

"Cerberus?" questioned Valern, "I'm guessing that they were 
interested in the same data?" 

"Yes, but they were most likely interested in this particular piece 
of data right here." Liara put the datapad down in the middle of the 
table facing up, and from it sprang a large hologram of the plans 
that comprised the Prothean device. 

"What is it?" asked Sparatus after looking at it for a couple of 
seconds . 

"Based on empirical evidence and speculation from translated 
schematics we believe that it was a Prothean weapon, conceptualized 
but never completed." 

"Whatever kind of weapon it was, it's massive in size," observed 
Valern, noting how the translated schematics showed it was at _least_ 
a third the size of the Citadel. 

"A weapon of this size, it has to have been for one thing, " reasoned 
Sparatus, "A weapon to combat the Reapers." 

"That is the conclusion that we came to as well," said Liara. 

"And what are you proposing we do with theseaC 1 schematics?" 
questioned Udina, to which Liara nodded in confirmation. "Are you 
saying that we should try to build this construct?" 

"If it is a weapon that we could use against the Reapers, wouldn't it 
at least be worth trying?" asked T'soni. 

"A weapon that big has to have some serious firepower behind it, " 
reasoned Sparatus. "It would be a massive undertaking, but I believe 
that it could be done. Forward us the schematics Doctor, we'll see 
what we can do . " 

"Thank you," said Liara. 

Valern looked over the schematics with a clinical eye before turning 
to Shepard. 

"I can't help but worry exactly _how _your former compatriots knew 



when and where to find this information Commander." 

"Cerberus funded my mission to stop the Collectors. They are _not_ my 
compatriots," responded Shepard hotly. 

Valern held up a hand to forestall a rant, "I meant no offense 
Commander. But it still stands that Cerberus clearly knew what they 
were looking for. Even if they didn't get the data they wanted, how 
did they know where to find it?" 

Shepard slumped in his chair somewhat. "I don't know. During our 
'brief' association my sole focus had been to stop the Collectors. 
Once that was done our association came to abrupt end." Shepard 
frowned and regarded Valern with grave concern. "Are you suggesting 
they might be working with the Reapers?" 

Valern shook his head. "Cerberus's motivations aren't something that 
we can be certain of right now, especially based on this one action 
alone. It has been proven though that they have emerged as another 
enemy with this attack. The last thing we need is to spend is to 
focus all of our attention on the obvious threat while simultaneously 
ignoring the smaller knife at our back." 

"What are suggesting?" 

"Caution." Valern sighed, "I understand you turned quite a few 
Cerberus agents during your brief association with them. Such 
individuals could prove invaluable into providing insight in what 
Cerberus' goals are now." 

Shepard nodded in understanding Many of the _Normandy_'s Cerberus 
crewmembers were experts in their field, and with Earth cut off the 
Alliance would soon start facing a manpower shortage. In fact he 
could think of quite a few members of his former crew that would be 
real handy either on the Normandy or working in the War effort. 
Miranda Lawson or the two brilliant engineers Kenneth Donnelly and 
Gabriella Daniels came to his mind first and foremost. 

"I'll certainly keep an eye out for them or any Intel I can dig up." 
Shepard affirmed. 

Sparatus looked around the room, and when no one said anything after 
a few seconds he stood up. "I believe we've covered all that we can. 
Now if you'll excuse me, I have to get to my office and contact 
Palaven Command. Shepard, I'll forward you everything I have on Menae 
as soon as I find it out." 

The rest of the room's occupants stood up as well, Udina saying, "I 
have a number of things I need to put in motion as well, one of them 
being a draft . " 

As everyone filed out of the meeting room Valern remained behind, 
clasping his hands behind his back and looking over the table. They 
had made history today, deciding that instead of panicking and 
cowering in the face of the enormous threat of the Reapers, the 
Humans, Turians, and Salarians would work alongside each other 
towards the mutual goal that bonded them most: survival. 


Together, they would hold the line. They had too. 
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13. Chapter 13: Menae 

**Author Note: Hello all. First things first, I am deeply sorry for 
the nearly two-and-a-half moth long wait time between this chapter 
and the last. Life is certainly different for me right now, moving 
into my own place and starting college. I love writing this story for 
you all, but there are some days I honestly just don't have the 
motivation to write. I also don't have a lot a free time in the first 
place, so those two things combined has made it difficult to find 
time to really sit down and do some serious writing.** 

**However, fear not loyal readers and fans. Things will change as I 
get settled into my new schedule, and I'm planning to make some 
changes to give me enough time to focus on my writing as well. So 
stick with me, I won't disappoint you all. So enough of this, onto 
some story news.** 

**First of all, if you're bummed that you OC didn't make it into the 
story last time around, you have another chance ! I'm looking for only 
one more OC character this time around, the details can be found at 
the end of the chapter. The next piece of news, a few readers have 
left comments regarding the status of my other story. Halo: New 
Horizons. Unfortunately, and I am sorry about this, but that story is 
on hiatus until further notice.** 

**That's all for this authors note, and as always special thanks to 
my beta JonHarper for having the patience to wait for as long as you 
all have and still be enthusiastic to help, and of course my 
wonderful girlfriend who has constantly been giving me encouragement 
to deliver for you all. Anyways, onto the chapter!** 

**En joy ! ** 

**I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 13: Menae<strong> 

**SSV * *_* *Normandy * *_* * , Commander's Private Quarters** 

**En Route to Menae, Trebia System** 

**March 4****th****, 2186** 

"Come in ! " 

With that, the Master Chief palmed the glowing green door symbol in 
the middle of the door to Shepard's quarters, and the entryway slid 
open with a beep. The Chief stepped inside, admiring the various 
facets of the room. Immediately to the right was an L-shaped desk 
piled with datapads, styluses, what looked to be a computer terminal, 
and other types of clerical instruments, all bordered on the outside 
edge by a glass display case. Suspended inside the case was a scale 
model of the SR-2, as well as a smaller model below it which looked 



surprisingly similar. 


"Ah, Master Chief. Specialist Traynor told me you were coming up. 
Please, have a seat." Shepard had just finished buttoning up his 
Alliance EDO's and motioned for Chief to come further into the 
room . 

The Master Chief stepped down a couple of stairs into the recessed, 
main portion of the room. At the far end of the room was a 
queen-sized bed crisply made with clean white and blue sheets, and 
was bordered on either end by a metal side table. On the right side 
of the room a curved L-shaped couch hugged the wall, a bare solid 
wood table in front of it as well as another padded chair. To be 
honest, it was a bit more extravagant than the Chief was used 
too . 

Shepard took a seat on the couch and folded his hands as Chief 
settled himself down in the separate chair. The Spartan reached 
inside a pocket of his own UNSC EDO's and withdrew a small circular 
device, setting it on the table between them. From this device the 
light purple-blue avatar of Cortana sprang forth, and she nodded at 
the Commander. 

"Cortana." Shepard acknowledged. "Now, what can I do for you 
two ? " 


"We need to talk Commander, " started Cortana, glancing at the Master 
Chief. "Something happened on the Citadel." 

"You didn't get lost did you?" asked Shepard, smirking slightly. When 
Chief and Cortana 's expressions remained serious, his expression 
hardened. "Someone didn't give you trouble, did they?" 

"We were attacked," stated the Chief. 

Shepard frowned. "Attacked? Ey who?" 

"Ey a woman that was in the docking bay when we first arrived. Chief 
had a bad feeling about her so we followed her into a maintenance 
hallway where she attacked us," said Cortana. 

"Whoa whoa whoa, slow down, " said Shepard, holding up a hand in 
confusion. "You said you saw a woman in the docking bay. What about 
her gave you a bad feeling? Did she look strange? Was she acting 
suspicious ? " 

"She seemed to be appropriately dressed, but the manner with which 
she was observing the _Normandy_'s shore party was off-putting," said 
Chief . 

"Well, we aren't exactly the kind of people who can easily blend in 
to the crowd," said Shepard, "Maybe she was just curious?" 

"It was more than curiosity." 

"Instinct?" asked Shepard, to which Chief simply nodded. 

"I understand. So you decided to follow this woman based on your 
instincts alone?" asked Shepard. 



"It wasn't just the Chief's instincts, there was something else," 
revealed Cortana. "I accessed Citadel Security's database of 
biometric scans and cross-ref erenced them with the biometric readings 
that were being taken of all those present in the docking b a€" 

ff 


"Hold on a second," interrupted Shepard, "You _accessed_ C-Sec's 
biometric database? That's some of the most classified, heavily 
encrypted data in the gala a€" " 

"Fine, I _hacked _into the database, " corrected Cortana, to which 
Shepard just sighed and rubbed his temples. "Anyways, out of the 59 
beings that were present in the docking bay, 58 matched their given 
biometric scans. However, there was one human woman who didn't match 
any records at all." 

"Let me guess," started Shepard, "It was the woman who Chief didn't 
feel right about?" 

"Yes," answered Cortana. 

"Well what did she look like?" asked Shepard. 

"Here Commander, I've recreated a digital representation of the woman 
taken from what I was able to see from the Chief's eyes," said 
Cortana. The AI ' s purple-blue avatar flashed out of existence to be 
replaced by a figure of the woman who had attacked Chief 
earlier . 

Shepard's brow furrowed, and he learned forward to examine the 
representation. "HmmaCl she looks f amiliaraC 1 . " 

"Try and place her?" said Cortana through Chief's helmet 
speakers . 

Shepard examined the woman more closely, but after about twenty 
seconds he sighed and shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know." 

The image of the woman flashed away to be replaced by another 
holograph, this one a still of the woman pointing a pistol at Chief 
right as he confronted her in the small maintenance hallway. 

"What's this?" asked Shepard. 

"I just finished making it, it's a video recreation of the combat 
between the woman and the Chief," said Cortana. 

"Let it play, " said Shepard. The whole video lasted less than fifteen 
seconds, from Chief's hardlight barrier absorbing the pistol shot to 
disarming the woman, dodging her biotic projectile, lashing out at 
her knee, then the woman limping away as fast as she could. 

"What happened?" asked Shepard, "At the end of the fight, she just 
got away . " 

"I was about to cripple her other hand when I suddenly couldn't 
move," said Chief. 

"A stasis field, " guessed Shepard. 



"After later research that's what we figured it was," said Cortana, 
now back on the small holopedestal . 

"This is what I do not understand Commander, " started Chief, "The 
woman had me biotically immobilized, which gave her every advantage. 
However, she didn't take that chance to eliminate me. Given that her 
pistol was inaccessible because I knocked it behind her and she was 
heavily crippled, she still had one hand able to use her biotics. 
Instead, she ran." 

Shepard put a hand to his chin and thought for a moment, both at why 
the woman would have left Chief alive, and because of the fact that 
this was the most that he had heard the UNSC soldier _ever_ say. 

"I think I know why she let you live," began Shepard, looking at the 
Chief. "The biotic technique she used to immobilize you is was called 
a stasis field, which is quite rare. However, there are two types of 
stasis field techniques. She must have used the one in which the 
target is immobilized for up to a minute usually, but is extremely 
resilient to outside damage." 

"How resilient?" asked Chief, curious. 

"Well, Alliance testing confirmed that anti-tank level weaponry or 
higher would be needed to breach the field. Small-arms, technical 
disruption programs, and other biotic powers however have a 
negligible effect." 

It all made sense to the Chief now, why his attacker had decided to 
run. There was no way she could have hurt him lest she wanted to wait 
for the stasis field to have worn out and taken another chance at him 
with a shattered hand and destroyed knee. 

"There is one more thing Commander," said Cortana. "Chief managed to 
recover the woman's pistol." 

"You did? Do you have it with you?" asked Shepard. 

Chief nodded, reaching into one of his pockets and pulling out the 
pistol setting it on the table. 

The Commander furrowed his brows, picking up the weapon and turning 
it over in his hands. At first glance, its design resembled that of 
the M-6 Carnifex, yet smaller and slimmer. The angles and edges of 
the Carnifex had been replaced with much sleeker curves and it was 
very light, obviously meant to be easily concealable. The matte-black 
coating seemed to absorb the light of the room in such a way that it 
wouldn't give off a glare. 

"We were hoping you might recognize the weapon, " said 
Cortana . 

Shepard pressed a switch just above the grip of the pistol, and the 
weapon silently compacted into an even smaller form. He pressed it 
again, and the pistol returned to its functional form. 

"I'm afraid not. This is a design I've never seen before. I'll get 
EDI to run some diagnostics on it for sure, but right now this is 
going in the containment chamber in the armory. We don't know what 
surprises this gun might have, " he said. Maybe Liara might know 



something about it, with the unique "network" available to her and 
whatnot . 


Shepard set the weapon down on the table gently, then looked towards 
the Spartan. 

"Chief, you shouldn't have gone after that woman. I trusted 
Lieutenant Williams to keep an eye on all of you while you looked 
around the Citadel, and now you've come up to me and said that you 
got yourself into a situation that very well could have ended in your 
death. Why didn't you tell anyone what you were thinking?" asked 
Shepard . 

"I didn't wish to cause alarm based on a hunch," was the Spartan's 
answer . 

"A hunch that turned out to be correct, " added Shepard. "Chief, we on 
the Normandy know as well as anyone that a soldier's instinct should 
rarely been ignored. If you had told the Lieutenant, she would have 
listened to what you had to say." 

"I didn't have much time to act. Alerting the Lieutenant would have 
taken too much time," reasoned Chief. 

"I understand," said Shepard, nodding, "And I do appreciate you 
bringing the situation to my attention. But you have to understand, 
what makes my crew such an effective fighting unit is that we operate 
as a team. There are no lone wolves, everyone looks out for everyone 
else. Now I understand that you are a part of a team under the UNSC, 
but now you're a part of our team too. I need to know that from now 
on you'll try to integrate yourself with the crew, at least for the 
extremely important reason of combat synergy. Same goes for you 
Cortana, and please no more hacking of sensitive information, at 
least not without my consent . " 

"Understood Commander, " they both replied. 

Shepard nodded, satisfied. "Good." 

The Commander's watch beeped, and he looked down at it quickly. "The 
mission briefing is in fifteen minutes. You can get geared up now or 
after, but keep in mind we'll only be thirty minutes out from Menae 
once we start." 

"I'll be ready Commander." 

"Thank you. You're dismissed Chief," said Shepard, standing up off 
the couch. 

Chief stood up as well, picking up Cortana' s holodisk off of the 
table and making for the door. 

"And one more thing Chief, " added Shepard right as he opened the door 
to the cabin, "Let's keep this whole incident between us okay? At 
least for now . " 

"Of course sir," was Chief's reply. 

The Spartan exited, and Shepard shook his head once the door closed. 
He could probably count on one hand the number of people he knew who 



faced a highly trained biotic unarmed and won, and now Chief was one 
of them. He was either incredibly skilled or incredibly lucky, or 
more likely, a combination of both. 

The question that remained though, who was this woman who fled from 
then attacked the Master Chief? If she truly was watching the crew of 
the Normandy, for what reason? 

But alas, these were questions that he had no time for. He stepped 
towards his closet and keyed in the security passcode, causing the 
compartment to slide open and reveal the pieces of his mounted N7 
armor . 

With practiced precision and care Shepard quickly fastened his armor, 
and when he finished he grabbed his enclosed breather helmet and 
attached it to his belt. 

On his way out he grabbed a datapad from an endtable and made his way 
for the elevator, keying in the button for the CIC. 

Once the lift arrived at its destination Shepard stepped out the door 
and was greeted by Specialist Traynor, turning away from some work at 
the Yeoman's console. 

"Oh, hello Commander, " she said. 

"Traynor," acknowledged Shepard, "How are things?" 

"Well, aside from the whole Reaper war situation, everything is 
fine," she said with a nervous laugh. "Listen Commander, I know 
you're probably really busy but I just finished compiling a 
comprehensive diagnostics and systems report of the _Normandy_, and I 
thought you might want to take a look at them and see if they're all 
right . " 

"Sure. Could you forward it to my personal data cache?" asked 
Shepard . 

"Right now?" asked Traynor, the surprise showing on her face. "Urn, 
alright . " 

Traynor pressed a few times on her datapad causing Shepard's own 
datapad to beep, and the Commander pulled up the diagnostic 
report . 

As Shepard sifted through it he couldn't help but notice through his 
peripheral vision that Traynor had started to subtly wring her hands 
together . 

"I followed a template that Alliance R&D required, but if you want me 
to change it in any way then I can definitely do a€" " 

"You managed to increase engine output by seven percent?" asked 
Shepard, impressed. 

"Uh, yes. During retrofits we discovered a problem in the primary ion 
nacelles in which alternating power from the drive core wasn't 
reciprocat ing correctly through a€" " 


"And here, it says that we're now able to operate under stealth for 



an hour longer?" 


"We can, it was just a simple matter of replacing the 
Cerberus-installed Petrovsky Mark 6 heat sinks with our newly 
developed Alliance V-54-3's, and rerouting a€" " 

"This, " interrupted Shepard again, hoping to spare himself from more 
technical talk, "This is excellent work Specialist. I'll be sure to 
go over it thoroughly later. Thank you." 

The praise caused Traynor to hesitate briefly, but she soon said, 
"You're welcome Commander." 

Shepard smiled warmly at her, then turned towards the door to the War 
Room. 

The two passed through the security checkpoint and walked past the 
glass-encased conference room, turning right at the curve in the 
hallway to enter into the War Room. 

As Shepard crossed into the dark, multilevel War Room he saw a 
familiar figure hunched over the central holotable. 

"Dr. T'soni," he said, smiling. 

Liara turned around, putting her hand on her hips. "Commander. So, 
what do you think?" 

Shepard whistled in appreciation. "So this is the DB-9 set you've 
been telling me about?" 

"It sure is. Personally delivered by the Thessian Arms Vice President 
when we were last on the Citadel." 

"LooksaCl expensive," observed Shepard. 

"Oh it was. Five hundred thousand credits." 

"Five hundred thousand?" said Shepard, a bit bewildered. 

"Oh Shepard, don't look so alarmed. You of all people should know by 
now that money is no object to me now." 

"StillaC 1 " 

They were talking about Liara 's new armor of course, a set of thin, 
dark blue plating over a black undersuit that covered her entire 
body. The plates were graceful and curved, a typical trope of Asari 
design, and upon closer inspection Shepard could see the same 
hexagonal pattern that marked Asari skin also covered the outside of 
the armor. 

"For half a million credits that suit must have some serious bells 
and whistles, " said Shepard. 

Liara nodded, saying, "Top-of-the-line biotic enhancers and kinetic 
barriers, a self-contained environmental system that can recycle 
oxygen for at least an hour and a half, built-in medical diagnostic 
and emergency treatment functions, a state-of-the-art battle 
management VI," Liara stepped towards Shepard and rapped her knuckled 



on his thick chestpiece, "And the plating is nearly as strong as 
yours while only being about a third as thick. Top secret Asari 
recipe . " 

Shepard looked at his own armor. He'd had the set for a little under 
a year now, and during that time it had seen more than its fair share 
of battles. Scars, burns and small impact craters adorned its 
surface, and the red and white paint stripes down the right arm had 
started to fade. It had certainly saved his life more times that he 
cared to count. 

It wasn't that the armor wasn't in good condition, it was. Shepard 
knew his equipment like the back of his hand, and if the armor had 
shown any sign of degradation to the point where it would compromise 
protection he would have replaced it immediately. But yet here it 
was, ready to face battle once again. 

"You probably need the holotable for the mission briefing, don't 
you?" asked Liara. 

"If you wouldn't mind," replied Shepard. "What were you doing here 
before anyway?" 

"I was trying to figure out some things about the Prothean artifact 
plans we uncovered on Mars." 

"Any luck?" 

"Sort of. I did manage to decrypt some files on what loo a€" 


"_Commander Shepard, there is a communicat ion on the QEC for you. 

It's Councilor Sparatus, he says it's urgent," _interrupted EDI 
suddenly . 

Shepard and Liara shared a curious look, and the Asari tilted her 
head in the direction of the QEC room. 

The Commander walked briskly into the QEC room and shut the door 
behind him with a press of a button. He positioned himself in the 
faintly glowing partner circle on the floor and palmed the pulsating 
blue 'incoming transmission' button. 

The blue holographic image of the Turian Councilor shimmered to life, 
and even though the artificial medium they were communicat ing through 
wasn't exactly the best of qualities, Shepard could immediately tell 
that the Councilor had a grave look about him. 

"Councilor Sparatus, " said Shepard. 

"Commander, I have some bad news," revealed Sparatus. It looked like 
the Councilor was leaning on a rail based on the forward lean of his 
body and the extension of his arms, and he lowered his head with an 
audible sigh. There was sense of profound distress and weariness that 
Shepard could almost feel radiating off of him, even though they were 
thousands of light years apart. The way his talon like fingers 
gripped the rails resembled how one would hold onto a lifeline, and 
as his breathing seemed heavy, almost labored. The sight of it almost 
made Shepard flinch. He had never seen Sparatus, a normally proud, 
often arrogant Turian, look soa€ 1 distraught . 



Despite the clear distress Sparatus was the consummate Turian and he 
did not waste a moment to get to the point. He looked back up to 
Shepard. "We're retreating from Palaven." 

Shepard blinked a couple of times, stunned into silence. "What? 
Retreating? " 

"Yes. The Palaven Defense Fleet has been completely annihilated, 
along with the Eight fleet and a half of the First. The number of 
ground troops and civilians we've lost on Palaven and Menae is too 
large. I can't bring myself to say ita€ 1 " 

"But Councilor, we're nearly thirty minutes away from the system. If 
you retreat now then retrieving the Primarch will be 
impossible . " 

"I'm well aware of that Shepard. The Reapers are clearly taking no 
chances, especially after the debacle at Earth. In the absence of any 
real alternative, I ordered the fleet to withdraw to preserve it as 
an effective fighting force. I just gave the order minutes ago, you 
are among the first to know." 

Shepard knew the situation was bad perhaps bordering on desperate, 
but this? He had never considered the possibility the Turians would 
ever cede the field of battle to _any_ opponent. It hammered home 
just that much more how important this mission was. 

"Do we have any time for the mission at all?" asked Shepard. 

"You have two hours." 

"From when we arrive at Menae?" 

"From now." 

Shepard pursed his lips. "That's an extremely limited time window 
Councilor. Especially if we expect heavy enemy contact on the 
ground . " 

"We don't have any more options Commander. It's either retreat now or 
be crippled for the rest of the war," said Sparatus. "Shepard, I 
understand that with the order to retreat, what I've asked of you 
previously is now likely impossible. If you want to abort, we can 
just hope that Primarch Fedorian makes it out on one of the 
transports. Your crew doesn't need to be placed in harm's way for 


"No," replied Shepard, "Councilor, this is war. We're going to be put 
in harms' way eventually. Even though two hours isn't much, it's 
still something. We're going to at least try." 

"Are you sure Commander?" 

"Yes Councilor." 

Sparatus simply nodded. "Well, in that case I suppose I should share 
some additional information about your mission that's come to 
light . " 



"Yes, that would be much appreciated, " said Shepard. 

"First, and probably the most alarming, as of twenty minutes ago 
we've lost communicat ions with Menae Command." 

"Lost communicat ions ? Like an equipment malfunction?" asked Shepard. 
The only other option for such a circumstance was much worse than 
simple comms error. Although it did explain to Shepard why Sparatus 
ordered the withdraw, and not Primarch Fedorian. 

"Orbital observations of the base don't show any sign of a compromise 
of the base integrity, nor does it look like it's been overrun. So 
yes, an equipment malfunction seems to be the source of the outage. 
However, after the secondary comms dish was destroyed last night 
Menae Command's main communicat ions array was our only way to contact 
the ground elements there, so in all likelihood they know nothing of 
our planned retreat," revealed Sparatus. 

Shepard pursed his lips. "This could complicate things." 

"One final thing. When Palaven Command found out that the next 
Primarch was on Menae, they sent Garrus Vakarian and a Platoon from 
the 26th Armiger Legion to secure him." 

Shepard was shocked at this piece of news. "Garrus is on Menae?" he 
asked, eyes wide. 

"If he hasn't been shot down or killed by the Reapers, yes," replied 
Sparatus bluntly. "With the comms out however, we haven't been able 
to determine if he's secured the Primarch, or if he's even made 
landfall. If the array isn't fixed by the time you arrive, it'll be 
your job to find out Shepard. If Vakarian' s forces are still alive 
though, you two will have the same objective. I understand that you 
both have a history, so I presume that working together shouldn't be 
a problem?" 

"It won't be a problem at all Councilor," replied Shepard 
quickly . 

Reuniting with Garrus, and possibly getting him back on the 
_Normandy_ like old times, had just become a secondary but no less 
important objective. Quite simply this mission had just gotten 
personal . 

Sparatus turned his head to look 'off-screen' at something, then 
turned back to Shepard. "I'm sorry Commander, but I have another 
matter to attend to." 

"I understand Councilor." 

Sparatus started to reach his hand to the end communicat ions button, 
when he said, "Good luck Shepard. And thank you." 

Shepard didn't get a chance to respond, as the communicat ion suddenly 
fizzed out. Glancing at the tacpad on his armor, he saw that his chat 
with the Councilor had lasted longer than he thought, and that the 
briefing should have started four minutes ago. Knowing that he was 
behind schedule, Shepard hurried to the door. 

The sound of quiet small talk stopped as he stepped back into the War 



Room, and all eyes looked to him. 


All that would be participating in the Menae mission were there. The 
ground element consisting of the Master Chief in his menacingly bulky 
dark green armor, Ashley, Kaiden, and James in their standard 
Alliance sets, Liara in her expensive Asari plate, and of course 
Shepard himself. The UNSC gunship pilots Dolton and Cehack were 
dressed in high-tech looking jet black flightsuits, while Cortez was 
just wearing the simple Alliance blue version. 

"Sorry for the delay, but I just got off the QEC with the Turian 
Councilor. Our mission parameters have changed. First and most 
important lya€ 1 " Shepard let out a heavy sigh before continuing, "The 
Turians are falling back from Palaven. 

Notable concern flashed across the faces of the non-UNSC members in 
the room, and Kaiden asked in disbelief, "What? They're 
retreating? " 

Shepard nodded. 

"Jesus, it must be worse there than we thought, " sadly remarked 
Ashley . 

"Councilor Sparatus told me that the Hierarchy has lost two and a 
half fleets already. Their casualties are unsustainable, they have no 
choice but to retreat." 

There was a moment of silence amongst the group. For thousands of 
years, Turian military superiority has been vaunted as the strongest 
point of their species. Hundreds of conflicts throughout the 
centuries have been either won or outright prevented by the threat of 
Turian firepower. But now thoughaC 1 to find out the Turians were 
completely abandoning their homeworld to the Reapers, it was 
disconcert ing to say the least. 

"How does this affect the mission Commander?" asked Vega. 

"We'll have just under two hours to fight through enemy held 
territory to find the Primarch and extract him to safety. If we take 
any longer than that, what's left of the Turian fleet will be gone 
along with as many troops as they could evacuate, leaving us on our 
own against an armada of Reapers and legions of their ground troops. 
So as far as we're concerned, just under two hours is the _absolute_ 
ceiling. If we don't have the Primarch by that time, I'm calling the 
mission, " said Shepard. 

"Two hours isn't really a lot of time Shepard," said Kaiden, the 
uncertainty evident in his tone. 

"I know Kaiden, but we're still going to try," cemented Shepard. 
"There's more bad news though. Currently Menae Command's comms array 
is malfunctioning, meaning no one has been able to determine what 
exactly is going on at the surface for some time now. Orbital 
surveillance has shown that the base appears to be still operational, 
but that's all we know." 

"Does Menae Command know about the Turian retreat?" asked 
Ashley . 



"And that's the _other_ problem. Their comms were offline before the 
order was given and haven't been restored yet. Also, the Turian 
Platoon that were sent from Palaven to also try and secure the 
Primarch departed before then as well. So most likely not." 

"So we might have help then?" asked Liara, "Are we going to be 
working alongside the Platoon that Palaven sent?" 

The corners of Shepard's mouth curved upwards into a small smile. 

"I'd sure hope so, because Garrus Vakarian is leading them." 

"Garrus is going to be there?" asked Liara quickly, her face breaking 
into a smile as well. Ashley and Kaiden looked pleasantly surprised 
as well, with Wiliams smirking and saying, "I knew that bird-brain 
would somehow be right in the thick of it." 

Dolton decided to ask the obvious question for the rest of his UNSC 
comrades present. "Who's Garrus?" 

"He's a Turian that we've all worked with in the past," answered 
Shepard. "He's also a good friend and a damn fine Soldier. If we can 
find him and his team, there's no doubt that they'll be able to help 
us. Now, that's everything that the Councilor told me, time for the 
rest of the briefing." 

Shepard reached for his datapad and tapped a few times, then a blue 
holographic model sprang to life on the central holo-table. 

"This is Menae Command," said Shepard. "It consists of the large 
central command post five four kilometers square here, along with 
eight individual fortified outposts placed two kilometers out from 
the CP in a defensible perimeter. The outposts are connected to each 
other and the CP by a series of trenches, as you can see. Now 
normally we would be landing at the airfield here, but before we lost 
communicat ions the base commander. General Corinthus, told us that 
the field is so cluttered with fighter repair that it would be near 
impossible to land. So, we'll be landing at the South outpost here, 
then going on foot to the CP. Once there, we are to notify General 
Corinthus of the Turian retreat and hopefully determine the 
whereabouts of Primarch Fedorian, from which we will move to complete 
our main objective." 

"There will be two elements to this mission, " continued Shepard, "A 
ground element and an aerial element. The ground element will consist 
of me, Ashley, Kaiden, James, Liara, and the Master Chief, along with 
Cortana who will be acting as technical support if needed. Of that 
element, we will be split into two teams. Team One will be led by me 
and consist of Liara and James, and Team Two will be Ashley, Kaiden, 
and the Master Chief. Kaiden, you have command of Team Two." 

"Got it Commander," said Kaiden. 

"The aerial element will be made up of Cortez, Dolton, Cehack, and 
their craft. Dolton, Cechak, your gunship will be our air support for 
this mission. You are to shadow us as we advance through the mission 
and provide fire support when necessary. Cortez, after dropping us 
off at the landing zone you are to either provide aerial surveillance 
or get back to the _Normandy_ depending on the hostility of the 
skies. If something goes wrong with the gunship, your shuttle is the 
only one we can all fit in to get back to the _Normandy_, so it's 



paramount that you stay safe." 


"Yes Commander," said Cortez. 

"Team One, we'll be going down in the shuttle. Team Two, you'll be 
going down in the gunship. Oh, that reminds me, you three need 
call-signs," said Shepard, pointing towards the pilots. "Well, you're 
aircraft that is." 

Cechak put a hand to his chin. "Well, we're both stealth aircraft, so 
how about something like 'Shadow'? Or 'Ghost'?" 

Dolton looked to his gunner, mouth wide open. "Are you serious? 
'Shadow'? 'Ghost'? Those are the best you could come up with? Every 
stealth aircraft in the known universe has its callsign as Ghost, or 
Shadow, or Phantom or something stupid like that. Nope, we're not 
going with those, too clichA©." 

"Oh yeah? Well what do you propose then?" retorted Cehack, arms 
crossed over his chest. 

"Easy . Viper . " 

"Viper? Now that's just as ridiculous. What do our aircraft have in 
common with a viper?" 

"Well we strike quickly and you could say our bite has a lot ofa€ 1 
venom?" reasoned Dolton to an unconvinced Cehack. "Come on, Cortez, 
back me up on this." 

"I actually like Viper," said Cortez, "Better than my old squadron 
name, the Wasps." 

"Ha. We have the majority," gloated Dolton. 

"Alright, Viper it is," confirmed Shepard. "Cortez, you'll simply be 
known as Viper. Dolton and Cehack, you two will be 
Viper-Heavy . " 

Dolton and Cortez nodded, as did Cehack albeit 
begrudgingly . 

"Alright, that should be it then. Any questions?" asked Shepard, but 
he was met only with silence and shaking heads. "Good. Now, I'm not 
going to say that this is going to be an easy mission. In fact, it 
might be one of the more difficult ones we've ever done. We're 
operating on a very limited time window against a vastly larger 
opponent, but we wouldn't be here right now if I didn't think that it 
could be done. Get to the shuttle bay and get your weapons, we arrive 
in twelve minutes. Dismissed." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Menae, Trebia System<strong> 

**March 4****th****, 2186** 

"We're coming up on the LZ, ten seconds!" shouted Cortez back into 
the troop bay. "Looks like there's a large concentrat ion of Husks 
assaulting the outpost, I'm opening the bay doors for you to have a 



clear shot ! " 


Shepard shouldered his Avenger and steadied himself facing the door 
of the shuttle, Liara and Vega doing the same. 

With a rush of air, the Kodiak's troop door slid open revealing for 
the first time the landscape of Menae . Shepard thought the moon could 
be described rather simply based on a first glance; barren, rocky, 
grey, and at present. Reaper infested. This particular outpost was 
located about thirty meters back from a sheer cliff face, and 
hundreds of human-turned Reapers known as 'Husks' were either 
scampering up the cliff-face or running towards the outpost. 

Shepard saw tracers from what could only be the Turian defense force 
as they tried their best to stem the tide of the Husk advance, 
further back he saw the flash or mortar tubes discharging their 
indirect munitions in well placed patterns of fire. But as a combined 
effort they weren't succeeding stopping the tide of Reaper forces. 
Only slowing them down. 

"Liara, crowd control!" Shepard ordered and the two hurled two biotic 
balls towards the front of the Reaper formation. The two spheres 
blossomed into whirling singularities and several Husks were 
catapulted out of the air and into the gravity of the artificial 
masses . 

"Viper-Heavy you are weapons free, clear the landing zone! Focus on 
the heavy clusters ! " shouted Shepard into the mic over the rushing 
wind . 

"_Roger, engaging. 

While Team One began to fire upon the target-rich environment out of 
the open side door with small arms and deadly biotic throws or warps, 
a patch of airspace about forty meters away started to shimmer. 

With the photo-reactive paneling disabled, the sharply angled and 
menacingly jet-black Pelican materialized into the air, strongly 
resembling the coiled ready-to-strike manner of the deadly snake its 
callsign was named after. 

The gunship opened up with its two M247T machine guns, sending 
torrents of hot 7.62mm lead slicing into the Husks below. The two 
guns concentrated on the large, vulnerable, clusters of Reapers 
caught in Shepard's and T ' Soni ' s singularities, shredding them to 
viscous blue-black pieces. The two weapons worked independently of 
each other meaning that one could chase down a lone Husk on the right 
while the other turned a cluster of newly lifted Husks to mincemeat 
on the left. 

After about ten seconds of continuous fire, the herd of Husks had 
been significantly thinned out. 

"Bring us in Cortez!" ordered Shepard, and the Kodiak Shuttle began 
to drop. 

Cortez quickly complied and within seconds the bottom of the shuttle 
was just feet off of the ground, the mass effect fields keeping it in 
the air causing a fine screen of dust to shoot out every which 
way . 



Team One jumped hastily onto the ground and while Liara and James 
took care of the remaining Husk stragglers, Shepard radioed, 
"Viper-Heavy you're clear to land. Cortez, how were the skies on the 
way down?" 

"Not as bad as I expected them to be Commander, I can circle overhead 
and provide high-altitude aerial recon like you suggested, " replied 
the Kodiak pilot. 

The sharply-angled UNSC Pelican flared itself into a hover and out of 
its small troop bay Team Two dropped down and ran over to Shepard's 
position . 

"Good, do it, " said Shepard. Seeing that his squad was assembled, he 
motioned for them to move towards the angles metal walls and study 
looking defensive structures of the outpost. 

As they neared, a beleaguered looking Turian popped out from 
underneath the lip of the wall. "Commander Shepard! General Corinthus 
told us you were coming. Tarquin, open the gate!" 

It seemed that 'Tarquin' did as he was told, as a section of the 
slanted metal wall slid downwards revealing a small clearing that 
lead into a trench. Shepard's squad quickly made their way past the 
wall and the Commander glanced around the small outpost. Aside from 
the twelve tired and slightly bloodied-looking Turians, the only 
other noticeable features were the various crates and supplies strewn 
about, and the five dark, occupied body-bags laid out in a 
corner . 

"Thank's for the help Commander," said the Turian who had greeted 
them, "That was the largest assault by those things we've had all 
day . 

"Of course," Shepard replied. "Which way to the Command Post?" 

"CP's a straight shot down this trench, don't take any of the 
branches, those will just lead you to the other outposts, " replied 
the Turian. "I would radio ahead to let the General know you're here 
but our comms are still out." 

"Thanks," said Shepard. Suddenly, the Commander's tacpad beeped. He 
didn't need to look at it to know what it meant; the mission timer 
had just started. They had managed to save a few precious minutes by 
diverting all available power to the _Normandy_'s drive core and by 
attempting to achieve a larger drift distance as they exited the 
relay. Such a maneuver was higher-risk of course, but Joker being the 
ace pilot that he was naturally pulled it off. 

If they had the choice they would have simply flown there in their 
transports, but in initial landing observations the next-to-no 
landing space combined with the fierce fighting going on meant that 
an aerial insertion would be extremely risky. They would have to 
run . 

"To the CP, double time, " ordered Shepard. 

As the team of extremely fit yet fully armed and armored soldiers and 
biotics set out at a powerful run, Cortez' voice came over the 



radio . 


"_Commander, I'm tracking eight unknown aerial craft on a straight 
trajectory for the Command Post."_ 

"Are you sure they're not Turian?" asked Shepard in between 
breaths . 

"_Yes Commander, I would have picked up on their IFF tags. They're 
too slow to be those eyeball Reaper fighters though. 

"Viper-Heavy, go and intercept. Make sure that the Reapers aren't 
sending us any surprises, " ordered Shepard. 

"_Roger that Commander. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><p>"They just showed up on the scanner Sam."<p> 

"Yeah I see 'em, 25.2 kilometers and closing quickly. Facing us 
about . " 

"Painting with LADARaC 1 jeez, take a look at these things. Looks like 
some kind of dragon-worm. Ugly for sure." 

"See those two cannon protrusions though? They look pretty 
high-caliber. " 

"Gunships? Heavy fire-support?" 

"Possibly. Either way, bad news," said Sam. The pilot opened a 
channel to Shepard and said, "Commander, Viper-Heavy. Initial scans 
of the eight readings show that they're possibly some type of Reaper 
Gunship-analogue . Definitely not man-made. Permission to 
engage? " 

"_Granted, replied Shepard quickly. 

"You heard him Reran. How do you want to handle this?" 

Reran thought quickly. ANVIL missiles would be the best engagement 
option from this distance, but the gunship only carried eight and he 
didn't want to expend them all at one time. "Four AVNILS, then close 
and engage with the turret . " 

"I like the way you think," said Sam, smiling under his helmet at the 
chance to test the stealth gunship to the fullest with a close-range 
dogfight . 

"ArmingaC 1 I ' ve got tone. Fox Three, Fox Three," said Reran calmly. 
Because the small electrical signals that were needed to fire the 
missiles required negligible power from the Pelican's onboard 
reactor, the photoreactive stealth field around the entire aircraft 
didn't need to be broken. However, the ANVILs did cause a momentary 
disruption in the field right in front of the missile pods as they 
shot out of their berths and towards their targets. 

Not a second after the missiles were fired the Pelican lurched 
upwards and began climbing. Based on the LADAR picture that he had 



seen of the creatures, the two large cannons they sported seemed to 
be forward mounted meaning that approaching from an angle away from 
their fronts should keep them out of their lines of fire. He was 
going to climb a couple of thousand feet, then dive along a vector 
that would give Koran clear shots at the creature's top sides. 

His mental clock, honed through years of piloting and fighting 
against the Covenant, stated that the ANVIL missiles should be 
hitting right aboutaC 1 

"Impact, missiles one through four," said Koran right on time. "Good 
effect, new scans show only four contacts left, they're taking 
evasive action." 

_Excellent_, thought Sam. ANVILs are some of the deadliest ordinance 
in the UNSC Air Corps' arsenal, being able to pop open a Wraith tank 
like a can opener. To know that they seemed to be equally effective 
against Keaper targets was comforting. 

After some quick calcultions, Sam determined that they were at their 
target height to start their dive. "Target one?" he asked Koran so he 
knew which Keaper creature to center on. 

"Marked, " replied the gunner, and the onboard computer highlighted 
the target on Sam's console. 

"Koger, initiating attack run." 

Though the Pelican's emissions were masked, the noise certainly 
wasn't. As Sam opened up with the throttle and sent the gunship into 
a dive he could hear the powerful roar of the engines as they shot 
the craft rushing towards its target. 

"We're in range, firing!" said Koran, the adrenaline from engaging at 
close distances showing in the increased volume of his voice. 

The gunship shook as the 30mm minigun buzzed, sending nearly fifty 
rounds knifing towards the flying Keaper with just a tap of the 
trigger. A millisecond before the minigun rounds impacted the M68 
Gauss Cannon fired its 25x130 mm projectile at speeds just under Mach 
40, timed perfectly by onboard targeting computers so that both 
impacted at the exact same time to devastating effect. 

The armor piercing rounds did their job, blowing right through the 
hard outer shell of the creature and either embedding inside or 
passing completely through the other side. In the same instant, the 
blue-white streak of superheated air that represented the round from 
the Gauss Cannon hit right in the center of the creature's top side, 
in between the wings. The simply immense amount of kinetic energy 
possessed by a projectile traveling at _Mach 40_, or 30,448 miles per 
hour, simply vaporized a hole roughly half a meter in diameter all 
the way through the creature. This devastating combination of fire 
proved lethal, and the Keaper plummeted towards the ground. It never 
got there however, as it exploded into a massive red-tinted burst of 
light soon after it started to fall. 

"Kill confirmed!" shouted Koran, fully caught up in the adrenaline 
and intensity of the aerial battle. 

The shockwave threw the Pelican somewhat violently a couple of dozen 



feet of course, but instead of fighting it Sam used the momentum to 
pivot the gunship around to face in the direction of another Reaper 
flyer. He flared his thrusters to abruptly stop their downward dive 
then opened them up again to pursue the next target. His eyes flicked 
to his radar for a brief second, and he saw that the other two Reaper 
flyers were still moving evasively, not coming about or homing in on 
their position. 

He nodded, that meant that the gunship 's stealth was working 
perfectly. Their next target was in the process of making a wide 
right turn to face the other way and Sam angled their approach to cut 
the inside of the turn and give Reran an easy shot. 

Reran didn't even bother with the 30mm gun this time, firing only the 
Gauss cannon. The hypersonic projectile impacted at the base of the 
creature's long neck, blowing such a large hole that the monster was 
effectively decapitated. 

"Hell yeah!" shouted Sam as he pulled up to avoid another potential 
explosion. His maneuver was unneeded though, as the two pieces of the 
Reaper fell quickly towards the ground. 

One thing that was very evident though was that the remaining two 
Reapers sharply turned and zoned in on the gunship 's position when it 
had fired for the second time. By the time they were able to bring 
their cannons to bear though, the stealth Pelican was already 
hundreds of meters away. 

"_Viper-Heavy , this is Viper. Your engagement hasn't gone unnoticed, 
I'm reading four more contacts approaching from the 
Northwest . 

"Roger that Viper, thanks for the heads-up," Sam radioed back. "Hear 
that Reran? More of the bastards." 

"Bring 'em on," was the reply of his gunner. 

Sam smirked as in his head he ran through the different maneuvers 
that would get the gunship in firing position of their next target. 
Now it was getting fun. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The sight of Palaven burning caused Shepard's heart to sink. He 
felt the raw sadness, anger, and empathy that only one who has been 
through the same situation could feel. He had looked at the pictures 
of Earth the <em>Normandy<em> had taken while they were retreating 
for a long time. The unnatural darkness, the distant orbital 
explosions, the fire that seemed to cover entire landmasses. The 
beauty of a garden world being utterly destroyed by the 
Reapers . 

Palaven was the same image, simply a different world. 

The team of extremely fit soldiers and biotics covered the kilometer 
distance in just under three minutes, and once again they reached an 
outer wall manned by a couple of Turians. Upon seeing that they 
weren't Reapers, the guards quickly let the squad through and one 
even accompanied them to show them directly to General 
Corinthus . 



The Command Post looked like a properly battered warzone. Smoking 
debris, jagged impact craters, strewn supplies and crates, body bags. 
The place was littered, and the Turian guide led them through what 
looked like a makeshift pathway. The sounds of heavy gunfire. Reaper 
screeches, and Turian shouting permeated the air. 

As they approached one of the center open-metal defensive structures, 
Shepard could see a dark-skinned Turian with red-lined armor giving 
what looked like orders to three other Turians grouped around him. 

Two were dressed in the traditional Turian sets of armor, while one 
was sporting a higher-tech looking black version with a sealed helmet 
and all. 

"a€l don't care if they'll break down again in an hour, I need those 
fighters up in the air right now! They're the only things that are 
keeping those Reaper Harvesters from pounding our positions to dust, 
now get on it Viktor!" 

"Yes sir!" replied 'Viktor', and he ran off quickly in a direction 
that probably led to the airfield. 

"Now you two, " continued the red-lined Turian, "Julius take one of 
your squads and go reinforce the Northwest outpost, they're runner is 
five minutes late as of right now. Thaddeus, your squad is to take 
over defense of the CP wall section that his squad will be leaving 
behind. Go, quickly." 

The two Turian gave brief salutes, then rushed off to complete their 
assigned tasks. 

The red-lined Turian then looked past his immediate area and saw 
Shepard and his group stop in front of his command 
structure . 

"Commander Shepard! They told me you would be coming before your 
comms went out . " 

Shepard stepped up the stairs of the structure and the Turian held 
out his forearm, which Shepard grasped in the traditional Turian 
greeting. "General Corinthus?" 

"Yes. Commander, I'm afraid I've got some bad news about your 
objective," said Corinthus. 

"About Primarch Fedorian? Do you know where he is?" 

"Unfortunately, yes, " said Corinthus, his head bowing down towards 
the ground. "He's dead. Tried to escape to orbit in a shuttle, but he 
was shot down by Reaper Harvesters. I told him that we didn't have 
the fighter presence to clear him a corridor, but he would listen. 
Arrogant bastard." 

Underneath his closed helmet, Shepard frowned. "Dammit. So what does 
this mean? Do we know who the next Primarch is?" 

"Short answer, no. Long answer, maybe. The situation on Palaven is so 
bad that the line of Primarchs has fallen to the Generals here on 
Menae . General Fedorian was in command of the whole planet, so he was 
the first. But now that he's dead, it could be any one of the five or 



so Generals that are left scattered around the planet, " said 
Corinthus . In a more quiet tone, he added, "Spirits, it might be 


"Well how do we find out?" asked Shepard, eager to see if the mission 
was still viable or not. 

"Normally we'd radio Palaven Command and get the name from them, but 
obviously that's not a possibility with our comms out. I sent 
Vakarian and half of the platoon he brought to try and take it back 
from the Reapers, but I haven't had a runner from him ina€ 1 three and 
a half minutes now," said Corinthus. "Commander I now that you two 
have worked together, can you take your, " his eyes looked over 
Shepard's squad, pausing at the Master Chief's armored bulk, "squad, 
and see what's going on?" 

"We'll get right on it General, but there's something you need to 
know. The Turian fleet is retreating from the system. Councilor 
Sparatus let me know a short time before we arrived, " said Shepard 
gravely . 

Corinthus' eyes widened. "What? We're retreating? When was the order 
given? " 

"Nearly an hour an a half ago, when your comms were still 
out . " 

Corinthus put his head in his hands, then ran them down his face 
slowly. "It must be worse than I thought. We've been able to hold our 
own more or less herea€ 1 " 

"I'm sorry General," said Shepard, not needing to feign genuine 
sorrow . 

"How long until the retreat?" 

"More than an hour an half." 

"I see. Well this certainly changes the situation. I need to let the 
men I have at the outposts know to regroup at the Command Post and 
get ready for extraction. But to do that, I need that comms tower 
back," said Corinthus. 

"We're on it General," said Shepard, stepping off of the 
platform . 

"The tower is two kilometers north east. Commander, " called 
Corinthus, pointing in the direction, "You can see the top of the 
tower above the ridge!" 

"To the comms tower, move, " ordered Shepard, and the squad set out at 
a run . 

"Viper-Heavy, what's your status?" asked the Commander into the 
team ' s comms . 

"_Currently moving to intercept another flight of bogeys inbound to 
the Turian base. Do you need us?"_ 

"We're moving to make an assault on the comms relay because getting 



it working is our number one priority right now. From what I know 
enemy concentrat ion is likely very heavy, so we could use your air 
support. Take are of those inbounds, then get over to our position as 
fast as you can. 

"_Roger that Commander, we'll break away as soon as we can. 
Viper-Heavy out . 

Following the increasing volume of battle, the _Normandy_ squad ran 
through a broken portion of a CP wall outer gate into another trench. 
They rounded a bend, and were thrust headfirst into battle. 

It started off slowly at first, a Husk straggler here, a Cannibal 
there. But over time they started running into teams, then squads, 
then finally platoons. Coordinated fire and Biotic support between 
the two teams proved more than a match for the enemy's raw numbers. 
But each battle slowed them down, delayed them that much more. In the 
end what should have taken them 20 minutes at a fast clip on foot was 
virtually doubled. As Shepard dispatched one of the last ones with a 
burst from his avenger he grimly realized the Reapers could afford to 
lose the troops if it delayed _them_ from their mission. 

Thirty meters to their front a dozen or so Turians in that same 
advanced-looking enclosed black armor Shepard had seen earlier were 
taking cover behind some rock outcroppings, engaged in a fierce 
firefight with Reaper forces another fifty meters downrange 
surrounding the comms tower. Two Turians lay still near the back of 
the group, along with another rolling around in obvious pain while 
another soldier was trying to administer first aid. 

"Fill in the line and engage, go!" ordered Shepard, running towards 
the Turian's position. To avoid any confusion he yelled through his 
helmet's external speakers, "Friendlies at six o' clock!" 

A couple of Turians glanced back at them then continued to fire, but 
one without a helmet ducked behind cover after firing a short bust 
and subsequently dropped his jaw upon seeing his former 
Commander . 

Shepard slid into cover next to his long-time friend as the rest of 
the _Normandy_'s squad opened fire, the chattering and whines of 
their weapons adding to those of the Turians already 
there . 

"Commander Shepard?! What the hell are you doing here?" shouted 
Garrus over the roar of gunfire. 

"It's good to see you alive Garrus!" said Shepard, genuinely glad to 
see his friend. He popped up from the rock they were taking cover 
behind, saw two of the large Cannibals caught in the the pulsing 
energy sphere of what had to be either Liara's or Kaiden's 
singularity, and sent a quick biotic throw in its direction. Before 
he ducked back down behind his cover, he noticed a Reaper soldier 
that looked different from the others. Unlike the hunched, bulbous 
bodies of the Batarians-turned-Reapers known as Cannibals or the 
lithe formerly human Husks, the figure he saw was of 'normal' 
proportions and covered in black armor. As a flurry of rounds sent 
him back down, and he heard the tell-tale _bwoon-thump_ of a biotic 
explosion he said, "One of those things looked like a 
Turian . " 



"Yeah, this is the first we've seen them too. The other Reapers seem 
much more organized and dangerous with them around." 


"Garrus, we need to get this comms tower working again ASAP!" said 
Shepard . 

"I know that Shepard!" replied Garrus as he ducked out to fire 
another burst, "But we've gotten pinned down here. The Reapers have 
numerical superiority and there's almost no cover between us and 
them. Two of my men died during our last attempt to advance, and one 
is badly wounded." 

"Well I've got something coming that could give us the edge we need," 
said Shepard. Switching to the team's radio frequency, he said 
"Viper-Heavy, where are you?" 

"_We ' re here Commander, and we have visuals on a large number of 
enemy foot-mobiles around the tower. 

"Light them up, but mind the tower! We need it intact!" ordered 
Shepard . 

"_Roger, Squawk your transponder and mark all friendly 
positions . 

Shepard brought his Omni-tool to life and did just that. 

"_Roger, positions marked. Engaging! 

For a brief second, the ear-shaking buzz of the gunships 30mm minigun 
drowned out the other sounds of the battle as Viper-Heavy fired a 
long burst at the Reapers entrenched around the comms tower. The high 
explosive rounds blanketed the outer perimeter of enemy troops, 
tearing through flesh and shields and rending divots in the ground. 
Though the impacts threw up large clouds of dust, the amount of 
incoming enemy tracers immediately decreased. After the initial 
barrage of cannonfire, the gunship's two 7.62mm machine guns covered 
the area with suppressive fire. 

"Alright Armigers, we've got air support! Advance to the tower and 
engage at close quarters!" shouted Garrus, eager to capitalize on 
their new advantage. 

Then, the Turians did something that Shepard wasn't expecting. Once 
breaking from cover they _jetted_ about a dozen meters forwards in 
one coordinated leap, small bouts of flame being expelled from areas 
near their legs and arms. 

Shepard, his pride not wanting him to be left in the dust by the 
Turians, prepared to initiate a biotic sprint. The technique, which 
used oscillating fields of negative and positive mass effect fields 
to more or less slingshot the user's mass forwards was notoriously 
hard to master and extremely draining on the body when used for a 
prolonged period of time. 

The technique had come naturally to Shepard, and he had managed to 
teach it to Kaiden and Liara during their time together. Kaiden owed 
his life to it in fact, as a long-distance biotic sprint was what got 
him just out of range of the nuclear explosion on Virmire, yet at the 



cost of his L2 implants irreparably shorting and his body nearly 
killing itself. 


Summoning the biotic field around himself Shepard exited cover and 
launched himself forwards, his legs running in a full sprint yet the 
biotic power doing the work. He quickly caught up with the Turians, 
and the fire from Viper-Heavy halted as they closed the distance to 
the tower. The dust had cleared just enough so that Shepard could see 
a Cannibal right in his path of advance, and consequently, right in 
the path of his blot ically-laced gauntlet. As Shepard turned the 
Cannibal's monstrous head in to pulp, he saw the rest of the force 
crash against the Reapers with the force of a tidal wave. 

All of the Turians had summoned single, or in a couple of cases 
double, omni-blades or like Garrus had done, withdrew a shotgun for 
the close-range fight. With their numbers now roughly equal thanks to 
the stealth-gunship ' s barrage, the superior training, equipment, and 
fierceness of the Turians started to show. Omni-blades slashes and 
stabs sliced deep into flesh, shotgun shells tore gaping holes in 
viscous flesh, and one Turian even used his jump-jets to propel 
himself into the air and slam back down to the ground in the midst of 
a group of Cannibals, a ring of orange fire expanding from the point 
of impact and engulfing the targets. 

The new, Turian-like Reapers were harder to take down, but were still 
outclassed. A few meters ahead of him Shepard saw Garrus put a round 
from his shotgun right in the chest of the creature, only for a 
bright translucent barrier to pop up and deflect the shots. 

_So these ones have barriers, _thought Shepard. It didn't matter 
however, as Shepard but the Turian-Reaper into a stasis field, 
immobilizing it for Garrus to run up and blow its head clean off with 
a near point-blank shot from his shotgun. 

Shepard started a roll into cover as he saw a Cannibal fire a slew of 
rounds at him, and with his eyes pointed in a new direction he was 
able to see the Master Chief as he engaged his own turned 
Turian . 

The Chief smoothly ducked under it as if he was anticipating it the 
whole time, then delivered a massive shoulder-to-chest blow that 
produced enough kinetic energy to short its barriers and sent the 
Reaper sprawling like a ragdoll. The Spartan raised his rifle and 
before the Reaper had even hit the ground he put two shots into its 
head and one into its chest. Without missing a beat he switched to 
another target and fired again without what seemed to be any hint of 
hesitation or thought. 

As Shepard completed his roll out of the other side of the cover, he 
thought of the precise, calculated, nearly mechanical way in which 
the Master Chief not only fought, but conducted himself on a standard 
basis. He had noticed it at during the retreat from Earth and the 
fight at the Mars Prothean Research base, and he had even noticed it 
during his talk with him and Cortana earlier. The way that he sat 
rigidly straight with nearly no unneeded movements or gestures, 
except of course the dark blue eyes that seemed to take in even the 
most miniscule detail. 

As he came back to a stand he saw a Turian-Reaper dive behind a 
nearby rock to escape the barrage of rounds that had just depleted 



its barriers. _Not so fast_, thought Shepard as he sent a biotic pull 
that arched over the rock and caught the Reaper in its grasp. As the 
former Turian was launched upwards into the air the Commander readied 
a throw to detonate the Turian, but he was beat to the punch as a 
biotic cannonball slammed into the suspended Reaper, detonating the 
field and sending the pieces that weren't vaporized flying. 

Shepard whipped his head around and saw Liara and Kaiden coming up to 
his position with Ashley and James about a dozen meters away, having 
to physically run the distance to the tower. That brought up another 
alert in Shepard's mind. The Master Chief must have gotten to the 
tower around the same time that Shepard had, which meant that he 
out_ran_ Liara and Kaiden who had both been using biotic sprints. 

That was fast . 

The gunfire and shouting died down quickly as Garrus ' Turians and 
Shepard's squad cleared out the Reaper defenders, and Garrus ordered, 
"Spread out and check for stragglers!" 

Vakarian jogged over to Shepard, dark splotches of Reaper blood 
spotting his armor. "We've got the comms tower, that's great. But our 
tech guy died in the fighting right after our initial landing." 

"I could give it a shot," said Kaiden, overhearing their 
problem. 

Garrus nodded, and Shepard said, "Do it." 

As Kaiden quickly made his way over to the interface and started 
tapping away, Garrus shouted, "Dig in around the tower, be ready for 
a Reaper counterattack . " 

"Yes sir," replied some of the Armigers . 

"Oh, so you're a 'sir' now," said Liara as she walked up to Garrus 
and Shepard. 

"It's good to see you Liara," said Garrus in response to the 
light-hearted jib. "All of you actually. But Shepard, you never 
answered my question, what exactly are you doing here?" 

"We're here for the same reason you are, to get the Turian Primarch 
to safety. Councilor Sparatus sent us," said Shepard. 

"Well then, you must have heard the news already about Fedorian, " 
said Garrus, shaking his head. 

"Yeah, General Corinthus filled us in before he directed us to help 
your team." Shepard paused, pursing his lips. "Garrus, there's 
something else I need to tell you." 

"What is it Shepard?" 

"The Turians are retreating from Palaven." 

Garrus blinked, and his mandibles twitched. "Retreating? As in to 
Menae or the Mass Relay to regroup for another counterattack? " 

"No Garrus, retreating from the system, " clarified 
Shepard . 



"Spiritsa€l" muttered Garrus, taking a three-fingered hand and 
running it along his fringes. "I knew it was bad, buta€ 1 " 

By this point, a couple of the Armigers had turned their helmeted 
heads in their directions, obviously having overheard the 
news . 

"This comes directly from Sparatus . He said that your fleets can't 
keep sustaining the losses that they have been, " said Shepard. 

"Well I guess the reason we didn't hear about it was because the 
comms were out, " reasoned Garrus, "How long do we have until the 
retreat ? " 

Shepard checked his tacpad, "38 minutes." 

"So that's thirty eight minutes until the fleet stops intercepting 
the Reaper warships that would have turned Menae Command to dust by 
now," said Garrus. 

Just then, Kaiden gave a short shout of joy and said, "Got it 
Commander. The tower's systems took a lot of damage at the hands of 
the Reapers but I was able to perform enough repairs to get the basic 
systems running again." 

Immediately, Garrus triggered his omnitool and keyed in a frequency. 
"General Corinthus, this is Vakarian, do you read?" 

There was a short burst of static, then a gravelly version of the 
Genera's voice came through the comm. _"Loud and clear Vakarian, 
excellent work! Now get back here ASAP but leave a squad to defend 
the tower. I'm recalling all of our forces stationed at the outposts 
back to the CP . 

"Right away sir," said Garrus, closing the channel. "First squad, 
stay here and guard the tower. Let me know as soon as you encounter 
any kind of Reaper attack." Looking to Shepard, he said, "Let's get 
back to the CP . " 
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there were anywhere from seventy to eighty 
to shore up the outer defensive positions of 
various kinds of debris that littered the 


Garrus went off in one direction with his squad, and Shepard was 
going to make his way back to General Corinthus when another Turian 
with red-lined armor intercepted him. Unlike Corinthus' yellow lined 
face, this Turian had black segments covering most of his face below 
the eyes. 


"Commander Shepard, General Victus. Corinthus told me you had arrived 
when he ordered us back to the CP. It's good to have you and your 
crew here. Walk with me to Corinthus?" he said. 


"Of course General 


ff 


said Shepard. As he started walking away he said 



to his squad, "See if anyone needs your help, but try not to get in 
the way . " 

"The Reapers have been here for less than a day and we're already 
turning tail and running, " muttered Victus as they passed by a 
makeshift medical area occupied by about a dozen wounded Turians and 
one very busy medic. "I understand the decision, but it doesn't mean 
that I like it . " 

"I know exactly what you're feeling General," said Shepard, able to 
relate to having to abandon his own homeworld, "But we'll be 
back . " 

"There's no question about that Commander," said Victus, the steely 
resolve evident in his voice, "I just wish we weren't so goddamn 
outclassed in space, forgive my human vulgarity. We were getting our 
asses handed to us by orbital strikes during the initial waves of the 
attack, but as soon as the fleet launched a counterattack to get the 
Reaper warships off of Menae ' s surface it settled more or less into a 
stalemate. And that's damn impressive, given that we were outnumbered 
nearly four to one." 

Shepard just nodded, not wanting to reveal to just anyone that they 
had assets that could definitely change the Reaper's orbital 
supremacy if handled correctly. 

The two made it to Corinthus ' structure and the General waved them to 
join him near the central table. "Victus, Shepard. I have news from 
Palaven. First of all, the TSF _Mobius_ is inbound to extract us, 
their ETA is ten minutes." 

"Ten minutes?" asked Shepard checking his tacpad, "That only leaves 
less than a twenty minute window for extraction before the fleet 
pulls out . " 

"I know that Commander, so it's a good thing that the _Mobius_ has 
enough shuttles to get us all out in one trip," said Corinthus. He 
paused, taking a slightly longer-than-average look at his fellow 
General. "Palaven Command has identified the new Primarch." 

"Well then, who is it?" asked Victus. 

"It's you," stated Corinthus, not sugarcoating anything. 

Victus was stunned into silence, though he knew that Corinthus was 
telling the truth. Their current situation didn't allow for anything 
else . 

As Victus turned around and leant heavily on a rail, Corinthus let 
out a heavy sigh borne from the fatigue of fighting such a harsh 
battle or the relief of not being the next Primarch. Most likely 
though it was a combination of the two. 

"I'm the new Primarch?" said Victus quietly, "Negotiating on the 
behalf of the entire Turian Hierarchy?" 

Shepard and Corinthus stayed silent, wanting to give Victus time to 
process the entire thing. However, the new Primarch 's contemplation 
was abruptly cut short as a large number of flaming meteors appeared 
in the sky above them. 



"Drop pods, " said Victus vehemently, drawing the rifle from his 
back . 


"Victus, wait!" said Corinthus as he put a hand on his fellow 
Turian's shoulder to stop him from bounding out of the structure. 
"Stay here. The Hierarchy needs you alive, I can handle 
this . " 

Victus knew better than to argue. Corinthus was right, and they both 
knew what happened to the last Primarch that exposed himself 
unnecessarily to the Reapers. So instead, he hunkered down behind the 
central table, deciding to monitor the status of the Turian's retreat 
instead . 

Shepard and Corinthus quickly exited the structure, looking at the 
drop pods that were just seconds away from impacting what looked to 
be the ground outside of the CP. 

"Defensive positions!" bellowed Corinthus, and the Turians that 
weren't already there scrambled for their places. "Shepard, what's 
your squad's composition?" 

"Three biotics, three soldiers, and a stealth gunship." 

Corinthus shot Shepard a surprised glance at the last thing. "A 
stealth gunship? Never mind, more firepower is always welcome. 
Shepard, I'd like you and your biotics roaming around the perimeter 
offering any kind of support you can, while the rest of your soldiers 
and your gunship serves as a quick reaction force that I can call on 
to bolster a position if they are under heavy pressure." 

The General's plan was sound, so even though he technically didn't 
have any authority over Shepard and his crew he decided to follow his 
suggestion. "Can do General, I'll let my team know and key you into 
our frequency." 

A series of impacts shook the ground under their feet, and the sound 
of a heavy turret opening up along the defensive perimeter breaking 
the tenuous silence that had fallen over the CP. 

"Good, thank you Shepard, " said Corinthus before he ran off towards 
the sound of the heavy gun. Shepard relayed the General's command to 
his squad, then steeled himself for the fight to come. 

The Reapers came hard, and in large numbers. With the Turians having 
lost their outer line of defensive outposts, the Reapers could 
advance on the CP in dozens of different directions, whether it was 
across the open ground or through the trenches. More men were 
required to cover the larger fields of fire across the open ground 
than in the trenches however, where the Reapers were boxed in and 
vulnerable to concentrated fire from just a few Turians. 

Shepard, Liara, and Kaiden had split the circular perimeter into 
three sections, and each were dashing back and forth inside of them 
throwing a singularity here, a stasis bubble there, a biotic barrier 
to cover a Turian who was reloading or whose shields were drained, 
the like. Meanwhile, Vega, Williams, and the Master Chief were being 
shuttled around by Corinthus to different points of distress, and 
every so often Viper-Heavy would let loose a barrage of high 



explosive 30mm shells or 7.62mm machine gun rounds to cut down large 
groupings of Reapers or perform a precision strike Gauss strike on a 
priority target . 

The minutes counted down towards extraction and the Reaper assault 
only became more intense. As strong as a biotic that he was, Shepard 
was beginning to feel the first signs of biotic fatigue. Every throw 
or singularity or barrier was a little bit harder to summon than the 
last . 

At two minutes until the _Mobius_ and her shuttles were supposed to 
extract them all, Corinthus opened a channel to their Captain. "TSF 
_Mobius_, this is Menae Command, we're under heavy pressure from 
Reaper forces on all sides. What's your ETA, over?" 

"_Menae Command, this is _Mobius . _We ' re about to enter the 
atmosphere and will be deploying shuttles as soon as we can. Hold 
tight General ! "_ 

"Acknowledged _Mobius_! " said Corinthus, closing the link. His eyes 
shot skyward as he saw another grouping of Reaper drop pods come 
hurtling towards the ground, and from what it looked likeaCl "They're 
going to land inside the base!" 

Having heard the General's callout over the common channel they were 
all dialed into, the Master Chief halted his run towards the Western 
line and turned around back towards the inside of the base. He, along 
with Vega and Williams would have to deal with the new 
intruders . 

Chief got into an optimal firing position thirty meters away leaning 
out from a stack of supply crates, and as the dust from the impact 
cleared just he saw what they were up against. Being able to process 
faster than he ever could, Cortana instantly outlined twenty-three 
hostiles, six Husks, twelve Cannibals, four of those Turian-Reapers 
that he had heard referred to as 'Marauders', and one new Reaper that 
he hadn't seen before. 

This new Reaper was massive, about as large as a UNSC Warthog, and 
covered in what looked like thick layered plates of jet-black armor. 
The creature's upper body was significantly larger than its lower 
half and it seemed to support itself on all four of its limbs, one of 
which looked like a very heavy, very powerful armored claw. 

As he prepared to engage, both artificially enhanced and completely 
artificial chemical banks place throughout the Chief's body released 
a rush of chemicals into his bloodstream at the beckoning of his 
nervous system. 

Time seemed to slow down in front of him, yet the speed at which the 
Master Chief thought and acted stayed the same. It was a sensation 
that he had felt many times before, one where a Spartan was propelled 
into their highest level of capability. 

Spartan time. 

The Chief snapped up two fragmentation grenades from his belt and 
hurled them at the group, and as he watched the grenades lazily float 
through the air towards the Reapers, he solidified his plan of 
attack . 



He would focus on the Cannibals first in order to try and thin out 
the number of hostile guns present in the enemy formation. Then would 
come the Marauders, who had proven to be more dangerous foes and 
would need more focus to take down. The Husks had third priority, 
being that they were relatively weak and only posed a threat at melee 
range. Then of course, there was that armored brute of a Reaper. He 
would deal with that last. 

With a quick finger movement Chief switched his ACS to fire fully 
automatic at its highest RPM. A mass of rounds would be needed to 
deal with as many targets as he had. 

The grenades impacted the ground in front of the Reapers, bouncing 
more into the middle before their half a second timer went off. The 
internal explosive in the grenades detonated, sending thousands of 
pieces of deadly shrapnel flying out in every direction. Three 
Cannibals in the inner ring of the detonations were shredded to 
fleshy pieces, as were two of the Husks just beyond them. With the 
immediate casualties absorbing most of the shrapnel, the rest of the 
Reapers stumbled or recoiled from the shockwave and took the leftover 
shrapnel without going down. However, in two of the Marauders he saw 
flashed of light as their barriers failed. 

The Chief started firing, his decades of weapons training combined 
with the recoil management systems in both his MJOLNIR and the ACS 
keeping the weapon laser-accurate . The first trio of rounds impacted 
their target, tearing sizeable holes in the Cannibal's head, killing 
it without a doubt. The Chief traversed his rifle to the left, 
sending another flurry of rounds stitching into the heads of another 
pair of Cannibals. His next target Cannibal would require a brief 
pause to sight in as it was a few meters away, but before he could 
fire again its head was turned into another viscous mess. By the high 
damage, single shot nature of the round he concluded that it was 
Ashley who had killed the Cannibal with her sniper rifle. 

Instead he switched to the closest Marauder, who barriers managed to 
absorb four shots before collapsing. Four of the Reaper's own 
blue-tinted rounds impacted the cover Chief was in, two even 
deflecting the energy shield encompassing rifle. Chief's shields held 
firm however, and he didn't flinch as he put a neat grouping in the 
center of the Marauder's chest. Another Marauder a couple of meters 
away fell at the same time kudos to a burst from Vega's Avenger, 
whose rounds just managed to find a weak spot in the f ormer-Turians 
new armor a€" the eye socket. 

The Spartan would have continued his methodical engagement but 
suddenly the Reaper grouping was engulfed by cloud of dust and fire. 
Viper-Heavy had saturated the area with 30mm, obliterating the 
remaining enemies. Or so it was thought. 

Out of the smoke emerged the black-armored Reaper behemoth, glowing 
red eyes looking angry as opposed to anything else. The creature 
stood up on its hind legs and let out a deafening roar, and the 
Master Chief had a suspicion that it would take more than his ACS to 
take this beast out. 

Lowering itself and bracing its large claw-arm in front of it, the 
creature began to rush at the Chief's position with alarming speed. 
The Spartan immediately dove away from the cover, at the same time 



attaching his rifle to the magnetic weapons holder on his lower back. 
The Reaper Brute slammed into the stack of previously sturdy supply 
crates, pulverizing them, then whipped its small head around to 
locate its escaped prey. 

Transitioning his dive into a combat roll. Chief smoothly drew the 
Spartan Laser on his back with the care and precision that was 
required when handling all heavy weapons, and came to a kneeling 
position . 

He started charging the Laser as soon as he had a finger on the 
trigger, but as the creature found him again and roared to signify 
the start of another charge, he wondered if he would have enough time 
to fire before the creature's next charge reached the point where he 
couldn't dodge out of the way. 

In the end it didn't matter, as a blue-white hypersonic round from 
Viper-Heavy's Gauss cannon lanced deep into the Brute, causing the 
monstrosity to stumble and roar in either pain or rage. This gave the 
Master Chief just the time he needed, and the Spartan Laser's whine 
reached a fever pitch before the ruby-red beam of destruction was 
released. The beam impacted the Brute's face dead center, and Chief 
flicked the weapon ever so slightly downward so that the laser 
traversed down the front of the beast. The devastating energy, strong 
enough to pierce though several Warthogs laid end to end, turned the 
creature's heavy armor into molten slag and hot vapor. Its inner 
'components' simply gone, the Brute collapsed to the ground with a 
loud clanking thud. 

The Chief kept his rifle raised as everything settled, keen eyes 
looking for any survivors. He found one sure enough in the form of a 
Cannibal missing its lower half, crawling along the ground with its 
sole upper arm. Chief sent a burst of rounds at the creature to 
finish it off, but with one last heave of exertion the Cannibal 
launched a red colored cylindrical object that landedaC 1 

a€ 1 not four meters away from Primarch Victus, who had just descended 
the stairs of his defensive structure onto the open ground to 
dispatched a Husk rushing towards him. 

Chief made the connection instantly. "GRENADE!" he bellowed through 
his helmet speakers, and Victus looked right at the cylinder, 
wide-eyed . 

The Spartan launched himself towards Victus, but he knew he wouldn't 
be fast enough to reach him in time. There was however, someone who 
was . 

Leiutenant Williams was just a few meters away from Victus, and she 
saw the whole situation unfolding the same as the Master Chief 
did . 

Without thought or hesitation, Ashley sprinted towards the Primarch 
and tackled him to the ground, selflessly positioning her body on top 
of his to take the brunt force of the grenade. 

Though the Chief wasn't close enough to do the same, he _was_ able to 
extend a portion of his energy shield in between the grenade and the 
two on the ground, giving them at least some layer of protection 
despite how little it was. 



The grenade detonated, with Chief's energy shield deflecting a small 
portion, but definitely not all of the deadly shrapnel before it 
failed. A large portion of the white-hot shards disintegrated on 
Ashley's own kinetic barriers but even those failed under the strain 
as well, allowing nearly two dozen shards to knife through the 
Lieutenants back. 

The force of the explosion slid the pair a short distance along the 
ground, yet as Victus scurried to his feet Williams remained 
motionless, blood starting to pour from small holes in her 
armor . 

"MEDIC!" Victus boomed, looking around, face still showing the shock 
from what just happened. "We need a medic here!" 

"Shepard, Williams is down. She took a grenade blast meant for the 
Primarch, " radioed Chief. 

"_What? Where is she?"_ responded Shepard in disbelief. 

"By the central command structure." 

"_Cortez, get down here now!_ _Everyone else, stay at your 
posts !_" 

Chief turned his head as he saw one of the Armiger Turians jet over 
to their position, then slid over besides the face-down 
Leiutenant . 

"What happened?" asked the Turian medic who sounded distinctly 
feminine . 

"Reaper grenade, four meter distance," said Victus, voice low. 

The medic looked all over Ashley's back, running her hands through 
the air just above her figure. "This isn't good," she said 
gravely . 

At that point Shepard arrived at the scene, chest heaving from 
another dead-out biotic sprint. 

"Chief, Vega, Northern line now, " he ordered, and the two quickly set 
off. "What's happening? How is she?" he asked the medic 
hurriedly . 

"She's losing a lot of blood, she'll need a transfusion ASAP. Problem 
is, we only have Turian blood bags here. And even if we did, this 
type of wound is going to be extremely difficult to treat 
here . " 

"Our ship has a full med bay, could you stabilize her there?" 

"I a€" I could try," said the medic, a hint of uncertainty in her 
voice . 

"Cortez, where the hell are you, " Shepard hotly asked, nearly 
growling . 

"We're here Commander!" replied the pilot quickly. "One of the 



shuttles is diverting to pick up the Turian squad near the Comms 
tower . " 


'We' ended up being Cortez's Kodiak, as well as seven other shuttles 
from the TSF _Mobius_. 

"_A11 forces, the shuttles are here! Regroup to the center, move ! "_ 
ordered Corinthus through the comms . 

As Cortez flared his shuttle to land, the Turian medic said, 
"Commander, I don't know how we're going to be able to safely move 
her in this state, we don't have any stretchers." 

"I do," said Shepard, extending his hand and enveloping Ashley in a 
stasis field. Grunting with the exertion, the Commander then 
surrounded Williams with a negative mass effect field and lifted her 
off the ground, floating her into the now open Kodiak troop 
bay . 

Above them, Viper-Heavy fired off their remaining four missiles at 
some distant targets, followed by two quick Gauss cannon shots in 
between the buzz of the minigun before coming in to a hover just 
above the ground, both craft waiting for the _Normandy_'s crew to 
embark . 

"Get to the aircraft," Shepard ordered his squad, "We're done 
here . " 
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><pXstrong>If you're still interested in submitting an OC, this is 
your next chance to do so! I'm looking for a female Turian who has 
served in the 26th Armiger Legion as a medic. Yes, the same one that 
was in the chapter. As always, the more detailed and believeable your 
description of the character is, the more likely it will be the one I 
choose. I would need elaboration on such things like background 
history, personality, physical features, unique skillstrait s , ect, 
and please PM you OC to keep the review section for comments about 
the chapter. Thanks!** 

**As always, don't forget to leave a review!** 


14. Chapter 14: War Summit 

**Authors Note: Hey everyone, next chapter is here! I don't have a 
lot to say other than congratulations to reader The P.B.G. for the 
winning submission for the most recent OC . ** 

**Special thanks as always to my beta JonHarper for his diligent 
work . * * 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 14: War Summit<strong> 



**SSV **_**Normandy**_ 

**En route to Citadel** 

**March 4****th****, 2186** 

"She's going to be alright Shepard. Ash is tough." 

Eyes more or less focused in the direction of the medbay window where 
he could see the Turian medic that had come with them from Menae 
working diligently on Ashley, Shepard sighed. "I know Garrus, but I 
still can't help but worry. That was a bad wound she got." 

"Sure it was a bad wound, but Ash has had worse," started Kaidan. His 
eyes took on a faraway look, caught up reminiscing. "Remember the 
mission on Eeros, when that Geth Stalker sliced her leg open in the 
middle of trying to disable that Geth ship's anchoring legs? There 
was no cry of pain or anything." 

"I remember that," Liara said quietly, "I nearly had a heart attack 
when I turned and saw the blood pouring out. But guess what? She was 
propped up against a wall and still firing like it didn't even bother 
her . " 

"Yeah, and after getting patched up with medi-gel, she berated _me_ 
for lagging behind! I was covering our six!" said Garrus, perhaps 
still a little sore from the memory. But that didn't stop the wistful 
grin slowly spreading across his face. 

Kaidan and Liara chuckled, and Shepard smiled. He was thankful for 
his friend's presences, and their efforts to lighten the mood. After 
the Menae mission, Shepard had brought Ashley up to the medbay and 
then knowing he would be of no help to their Turian medic, stepped 
into the mess and collapsed into a chair facing the medbay to watch 
her work. Kaidan, Liara, and Garrus, who had wound up coming back to 
the _Normandy_ instead of extracting to the _Mobius_, all found their 
way to him and sat down at the table around him. 

Shepard heard the door to the medbay slide open, and the Turian medic 
stepped out. Shepard stood up from his chair, walking over to meet 
her. "How is she?" he asked. 

"I've stabilized her as much as I could, but with the wound she's 
sustained she's going to need better medical care than what I can 
give her pretty soon, " she said. 

The medic's name, as Shepard had learned, was Prieva. Like most 
Turians she was tall, about four or five inches taller than the six 
foot Commander in her black Armiger armor. Her helmet was off, 
allowing the group to see the thick and intricate white markings 
adorning her face, ones that contrasted rather sharply with her dark 
skin tone. Given what he knew about Turian anatomy, it seemed that 
she had a rather prominent head crest, as well as longer mandibles 
then he usually saw in the species. 

"Ash probably owes her life to you Previa, " said Shepard, "You have 
all of our sincerest thanks." 

Prieva gave a tired smile, bowing her head at the Commander in 
respect. "It was the least I could do Commander. If it weren't for 



you and your crew we might not have gotten off of Menae at 
all . " 

"You look tired Prieva, " remarked Garrus, "You should get some 
rest . " 

"I would appreciate that sir. Commander Shepard, I saw that we passed 
the crew quarters on the way out of the elevator. Are there any free 
bunks ? " 

"Of course, go right ahead, " said Shepard. As Prieva walked away 
towards the crew quarters Shepard stepped just outside one of the 
medbay ' s large windows, gazing in at Ashley lying facedown on one of 
the beds, back covered in thick bandages. 

"Come and sit Shepard, " Liara suggested, a hint of firmness in her 
voice. "Have you had anything to eat yet?" 

Shepard shook his head, taking his place back at the table. "I'll see 
what I can make then, " she said, heading over to the kitchen 
area . 

"Garrus, what do you know about Prieva?" asked Shepard. 

"I know a bit Shepard, why?" 

"Just curious." 

"Ah. Well, she was my driver while I was on Palaven. She's very 
respectful, but a bit quiet. Quick witted too. I was part of a convoy 
heading to Palaven Command when the Reapers first arrived. A Capital 
ship landed right in the middle of the road we were travelling on, 
and if it weren't for her quick thinking in finding an alternate 
route, we probably would have been dead along with the rest of the 
convoy . " 

"Wait a minute," started Kaidan, "_You_ had a driver?" 

"I sure did," smirked Garrus. "I became pretty important around 
Palaven once word came that the Reapers were back in force. Thanks to 
the experience I've gained under you Shepard, I was the closest damn 
thing the Hierarchy had to a Reaper expert. I could have ordered the 
Generals on Menae around if I had felt like it, but I'm not that 
arrogant . " 

"Garrus Vakarian, you did _not_ just say that you're not arrogant," 
said Liara, arms full of ingredients she had found inside the 
refrigerator . 

"You heard me T'soni," retorted the Turian. 

"We'll see about that," said Kaidan. Turning to Shepard, the Sentinel 
began, "Hey Shepard, I started picking up long-distance shooting a 
couple months ago in my downtime and I think I've become pretty good 
at it. Dare to say, I might be the best shooter on the ship by 
now . " 

Garrus sighed, knowing when he was defeated. "Alright, now that's 
just nonsense. Everybody with even a hint of intelligence knows that 
the 'Best Shooter in the Galaxy' title has already been bestowed on 



one devilishly handsome and extraordinarily talented Turian, yours 
truly . " 


Kaidan gave Garrus a sly grin, as if he knew something the Turian 
didn't. "Maybea€ 1 maybe not. But I've heard a few things through the 
grapevine that might put that in doubt . " 

Garrus tilted his head in amused contemplation while Liara raised an 
eyebrow in interest. Shepard had an idea of what was coming but 
didn't want to steal Kaidan 's thunder. 

"Oh, do tell, Alenko. Do tell." Garus motioned with a grin and a wave 
of his hand. 

Kaidan obliged him. "I read the dossier on Blue Team that Cortana 
passed to us, and I had a little chat with her about Spartans. 

Nothing in-depth sadly, _but_ it turns out one of them is a pretty 
good Sniper. In fact, Cortana boasted with a bit of pride that this 
sniper was_without a doubt_ the best sniper in the Galaxy. Seems like 
you might have some competition there." 

Shepard chuckled. Garrus didn't yet know who or what a Spartan was, 
but the idea of someone good enough to challenge him would likely 
intrigue him. Sure enough as he looked over to his Turian friend he 
could see the growing interest in Garrus' eyes. 

"Well nowa€ 1 .that would be an interesting matchup indeed. I don't 
know who or what a Spartan is, but I must meet him, gauge my 
competition as it were. See if he's half as good you say he 

is . " 

They all laughed, and Shepard felt good knowing that they could find 
humor despite the grave reality of the galactic situation. 

"So Garrus, are you going to be deploying back with you Armigers once 
we get back to the Citadel?" asked Shepard. 

"No. They weren't technically _my_ platoon in the first place really, 
they were just the closest to the shuttles that would take us to 
Menae and were missing a CO, so I just stepped in and took impromptu 
command. The ship that they extracted to, the _Mobius_, isn't even 
going to the Citadel. They're reforming with what's left of the 
fleets in some remote space location they didn't mention," said 
Garrus . 

"I thought the Primarch was on the _Mobius_? Is he not coming to the 
Citadel?" asked Liara, in the midst of chopping up some 
vegetables . 

"No he is, he was transferred to the _Spirit of Paleven_, one of our 
most powerful Dreadnaughts . She'll be taking him there," answered 
Garrus. "It'll likely become his command ship for the duration of the 
war actually." 

"Wasn't Previa part of that Armiger unit? What about her?" asked 
Shepard . 

"Right, Prieva, " said Garrus, looking in the direction of the crew 
quarters where she had no doubt crashed on a bunk. "I hadn't thought 
about that, I don't know Shepard. Wait! I just remembered that she's 



actually related to Councilor Sparatus . His niece I think, she 
mentioned it in passing when I saw they shared the same last 
name . " 

"If that's the case he'll be glad to know that she's alive," said 
Shepard. "I'll talk to him about it when we arrive at the 
Citadel . " 

At that moment, the Master Chief walked around the corner into view, 
still standing tall in his dark green armored suit. 

"Master Chief, " greeted Shepard. 

"Commander, Major, Doctor, Vakarian, sir, " acknowledged the Master 
Chief to all of those present. "I came to ask about Leiutenant 
Williams. How is she doing?" 

"She's stable Chief, but she's going to need some higher level 
medical care as soon as we get to the Citadel, " answered 
Shepard . 

"Thank you Commander, " replied the Spartan, and with that he turned 
and left, armored footsteps making quiet _clangs_ on the 
deck . 

Garrus waited until he couldn't hear the footsteps anymore, then 
looked and Shepard and said, "Alright Shepard, I have to know. Who 
exactly was that?" 

Shepard and Kaidan shared a look, and Shepard sighed. "It's a long 
story . " 

For the next several minutes, they told Garrus all they knew about 
the UNSC, their sudden arrival along with the now-disappeared 
Sangheili Separatists into their galaxy, the devastating 
effectiveness of their ships against the Reapers in space, their help 
in getting Shepard off of Earth and with the Mars mission, the UNSC's 
alliance with the Systems Alliance to help fight the Reapers in 
exchange for helping them look for a way home, and the stationing of 
a few of their personnel and resources on the _Normandy_. 

Garrus absorbed all of what they were telling him quietly, and you 
could almost see the gears turning in his head. "So _that_ was one of 
those Spartans Kaidan mentioned eh?" 

Everyone nodded in confirmation. 

"This is a lot to take in Shepard, " he said, "Two new factions from 
another _galaxy_? One alien, but one _human_?" 

"Yeah, how do you think we felt when we found outaC 1 and still feel 
actually," said Kaidan. 

"I find it utterly fascinating," said Liara, now stirring a thick red 
liquid around in a large pot, "That if the UNSC is from another 
galaxy, how two isolated populations evolved into the same species. 

At least as far as we can tell. There's absolutely no way it happened 
by chance . " 

"As interesting as that may be Liara, what I'm more 'fascinated' 



about are their ships. Can they really take down a Reaper Capital 
ship in one shot?" asked Garrus . 


"Yes, I've seen so myself," said Shepard, "And they had advanced 
enough defenses to survive the brunt of the Reaper assault on Earth, 
so they've got us beat in that area as well." 

"Sure wish we could have had that kind of firepower at Palaven, " 
remarked Garrus, shaking his head. 

"We did at Earth, but even then we had to retreat, " said 
Shepard . 

"Still, it might have been able to save some livesaCl" said Garrus, 
sighing . 

At that point Liara approached the table, two large bowls in her 
hands and placed them in front of Shepard and Kaidan. Inside was a 
deep red, thick-looking liquid, with a sprinkling of green herbs 
garnishing the soup. 

Liara returned to the kitchen area and picked up two more bowls, 
putting one in front of Garrus and putting one at her spot where she 
sat down. 

"I made your soup dextro Garrus, you welcome" smiled Liara. 

"Liara you are a blessing," replied the Turian. 

The four didn't wait, digging into the hearty soup in earnest. 

Shepard knew he was hungry, the stress and physical exertion of 
combat, let alone biotic-heavy combat, were immense to say the least, 
but he hadn't known that he was _this_ hungry. 

Somehow though, Liara had accounted for this, adding just enough soup 
to where Shepard was beginning to feel full near the end of the 
bowl . 

After a few moments of nothing but spoons softly clanking off of 
bowls the group had finished their meal. 

"That was good Liara," remarked Kaidan, "I didn't know you could cook 
so well . " 

"It's something I picked up in the past couple of months while 
Shepard was in the slammer and I had to find another hobby to replace 
him," she said, smirking. 

"Well you should cook more often then, at least for me." said Garrus. 
"The Dextro military rations I've been getting lately have been 
crap . " 

"Maybe we could work out a deal then," said Liara playfully. 

"I'd love to, but first I need some sleep," Garrus said. "I've been 
exhausted basically since I got onboard." 

"You've got good ideas Garrus, I'm gonna hit the sack too. I'm beat," 
added Kaidan. "Thanks for the soup Liara. Commander." 



Kaidan and Garrus got up from the table and started to make their way 
over to the crew quarters to find the closest bed that they could 
crash in, leaving Shepard and Liara alone in the mess. 

Liara reached up a hand and rubbed Shepard's neck, the edges of her 
hand brushing against the hard surfaces of the armor he hadn't even 
had time to take off yet. "You should get some rest," she 
suggested . 

Shepard nodded confirming that it was indeed a good idea, when EDI's 
voice came over the mess's comms . 

"Commander, news for you," said the AI . 

"What is it?" 

"Councilor Sparatus and Councilor Valern have announced to the public 
that they have called a War Summit to formally address the Reaper 
threat to the galaxy." 

Shepard nodded his head in approval. "This is good, people need to 
know about what's going on and what we're going to do about it. When 
does it start?" 

"Top political and military leaders from the Turians, Salarians, 
Humans, Krogan, Elcor, Volus, Hanar, and Drell have been arriving 
since yesterday. By current projections you and Primarch Victus will 
be the last to arrive, so it will start as soon as you arrive at the 
Citadel," informed EDI. 

"Me?" asked Shepard. 

"Yes Commander. You have been requested to attend the War Summit due 
to your prior knowledge and experience with the Reapers, " said 
EDI . 

"Alright," said Shepard, the tiniest bit hesitantly. He knew Reapers, 
that was for sure, but he didn't know how much help he could be in 
planning the galaxy-wide response to the Reaper invasion. He was 
wondering one thing however. "Will the UNSC be attending the summit 
as well?" 

Just then, there was a small flash of light on the small mess table 
and the purple holographic avatar of Cortana appeared, hands cocked 
on her hips . 

"Yes, we'll be at your War Summit. Admiral Lasky and Lt . Colonel Dare 
will introduce the UNSC, it's probably the best time that your galaxy 
could learn about us and what we have to offer, " she said. 

Shepard furrowed his brows, confused at the appearance of the UNSC AI 
in front of him. Previously, he had only seen her avatar spring up 
out of one of those circular pro jector-devices that the Master Chief 
had used when the pair had come to talk to him before the Menae 
mission . 

"How did youa€ 1 " started Shepard. 

"Magically appear on you table?" finished Cortana, smiling slightly. 
"There's holographic projectors all over the ship. I'm surprised you 



didn't know about them." 


"EDI?" asked Shepard, hoping that _his _AI could elaborate. 

"She's right Commander, they were installed during the retrofits at 
Earth. Their installation was mentioned in the report that Specialist 
Traynor assembled for you." 

"Oh, right," he said. Other than a brief glimpse, he hadn't been able 
to look over Traynor 's report, so it's no wonder he missed it. "How 
come you haven't used them yet EDI?" 

"I haven't felt the need to Commander. I have found I can communicate 
with the crew perfectly well through the _Normandy_'s intercom and 
internal sensor network without the use of visual aids." 

"Well, I like that more personal connection, " said Cortana, "hence 
the hologram. Also, it keeps confusion down over which AI is talking 
over the intercom at what time if you can see me 'speaking'." 

"It's a good idea," admitted Shepard. 

"Thank you Commander. I'll let you get back to it," said Cortana. "Oh 
and ahaCl before I goooooaC 1 .." Cortana drawled, "I _might_ have 
passed along a certain challenge to a certain Spartan sniper and 
_she_ might have passed along a response." 

Shepard smirked, "Oh yeah? What was this response?" 

"Time and Place." Cortana quoted mirthfully. "She suggests that 
Vakarian brings his A-game, as he's going to need it." Cortana winked 
at him and with that, her hologram winked out. 

After a couple of seconds, Liara looked to Shepard and said, "So are 
there really holographic projectors _all_ over the ship?" 

"No Doctor," answered EDI, "There are no projectors in Engineering, 
nor in the Commander's cabin." 

The pair let out a sigh of relief at that news, as both had been 
thinking about a holographic EDI or Cortana popping up during ana€ 1 
inopportune moment . 

"Liara, there was actually something I wanted to talk to you about 
regarding the Menae mission, " said Sheprad. 

"Yes? What is it?" replied the Asari. 

"Did you notice that our weapons weren't having the greatest effect 
on the Reapers?" 

"Well, I was using my biotics for the majority of the mission, but 
the few times I shot at a Reaper with my SMG or pistol it seemed like 
I was just plinking away." 

"The few times I used my assault rifle I felt the same way, " said 
Shepard. "Those Batarian and Turian Reapers both had some thick armor 
plating, and the Turian ones even had kinetic barriers." 

"They wouldn't go down with one or two shots, too. You either had to 



get a clean headshot, or basically destroy the body's capability to 
fight," recalled Liara. 


"I don't think that the standard Alliance weaponry we have is going 
to cut it against the Reaper ground troops," said Shepard. "I think 
we're going to need some better weapons. Heavier weapons." 

"Oooh Shepard, I like where this is going, " said Liara smirking 
mischievously. "What kind of weapons are you talking 
about ? " 

"Everything. Assault rifles, hand cannons, shotguns, sniper rifles, 
SMG's, grenades and grenade launchers, missile launchers, you name 
it. Now that I think of it, some better kinetic barriers and 
omni-tools would be useful too. Anything that could give us an 
edge . " 

"And what makes you think that I could procure these kinds of things 
for you? Some of which might bea€ 1 highly illegal," asked Liara, a 
twinkle in her eyes. They both knew that with because of her position 
as Shadow Broker, she would be able to get what he had asked for 
without a problem. 

Shepard just gave the Asari a look, and she said, "Alright, I'll see 
what I can do. You should go get some rest Shepard. I'll join you 
after I've made some calls." 

Liara leant in and kissed Shepard's cheek then got up and walked over 
to her private quarters/Shadow Broker Command Bunker, leaving Shepard 
alone in the mess. 

The Commander took a look at Ash through the med-bay window, lying in 
a bed, bandaged back slightly heaving with her shallow breathing. He 
sighed heavily, the fatigue and weariness from the battle of Menae 
now fully hitting his body like a punch to the gut. With labor, he 
stood up from the table and started for the elevator. It had been a 
long day. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Citadel , Presidium VIP Landing Pads<strong> 

**March 5****th****, 2186** 

Commander Shepard, looking smart in his dress blues and wishing he 
could remain in his standard N7 Armor, while the Master Chief in 
_his_ MJOLNIR stood at attention as the three UNSC Pelicans flared in 
for landing. The aircraft spun around so that their troop bays were 
facing the inside of the landing pad, and with a mechanical whir the 
bay doors opened and the ramps extended. 

Out of one Pelican stepped Admiral Lasky, accompanied by interim Blue 
Team leader Spartan-II Fred-104. There was no one in the other two 
Pelicans, as common UNSC protocol when transporting high-ranking 
officials was to use multiple empty aircraft to confuse any potential 
enemies into which Pelican contained the official. 

The two walked to meet Shepard and Chief, and the Spartan-II snapped 
off a salute towards his towards Lasky, who quickly returned 
it . 



"Master Chief, Commander Shepard, good to see you both, " acknowledged 
Lasky, shaking hands with the Alliance Commander. 

"Likewise Admiral," said Shepard, "I'm glad that you decided to 
attend . " 

"I don't believe we had much of a choice if we didn't want others to 
try and determine what to do with us without our say in it, " said 
Lasky, looking around the surrounding scenery of the 
Presidium . 

Shepard was quiet for a moment, not knowing how to respond, and Lasky 
said, "Your Presidium reminds me of some Earth cities." _Before the 
War of course. _ "Clean, white, pristineaCl Is the rest of the Citadel 
like this?" 

"Not quite, " answered Shepard, "The five arms of the Citadel, the 
Wards, are uha€ 1 less so." 

"I see," simply said Lasky. 

"If you'll follow me, we'll have to pass through the Grand Atrium 
before we get to the Delegation Hall, " said Shepard, walking out in 
front of the USNC group to lead them in the right direction. 

Fred and Chief fell in on either side of Lasky and as they started to 
make their way towards the 'Grand Atrium' from their landing pad Fred 
opened up a comms channel between him and Chief. 

"John, we got the combat footage that Cortana sent from Menae . It's 
good stuff, and combined with the footage from the Alliance Earth 
we're all starting to get a rough idea of how these Reapers operate 
on the ground, " he said. 

"Good, " replied Chief, "The more prepared we are the 
better . " 

"Something we have noticed is that the Reapers have a lot of 
behavioral similarities to Covenant ground forces." 

Cortana, who had been listening in on the conversation, decided to 
give her own analysis on the topic. "Husks: easy to take down, but 
could be overwhelming in large numbers. Like Drones, but lacking any 
sort of non-melee weaponry. Cannibals: easy to kill with headshots, 
uncoordinated, but dangerous in groups. Like Grunts. Marauders: 

Better tactical awareness and combat capabilities. Fewer in numbers 
but able to coordinate the weaker troops. Elites. And that hulking. 
Brute that Chief saw near the end of the mission, I'm guessing those 
were like Hunters. Heavily armored shock troops, almost vehicular in 
nature . " 

"Those are exactly the conclusions that we were drawn to as well. 
Commander Carter's been running us all through holo-sims based on our 
mission at Earth, and as soon as they get the Menae mission 
programmed in we'll start incorporating that as well," said 
Fred . 


"How are Kelly and Linda?" asked Chief. 



"Sharp as ever. We're blasting through the sims like its nothing but 
another stroll in the park. No S-IV team has gotten close to our 
times or scores, and even Noble is having trouble keeping up. And 
they're six Spartans compared to our three." 

Chief raised his eyebrows in surprise, as Fred usually wasn't one to 
brag. He could understand his attitude however, regarding the other 
Spartans. The Spartan-IV's had a lot of potential, their service 
record on Requiem had been notable, but they would never develop to 
the skill of Blue Team. From what Chief had seen, most IV s were 
arrogant and undisciplined. Marines, Rangers, and ODST ' s that now 
felt invincible with their new MJOLNIR. The strong, pragmatic hand of 
Commander Carter had started to turn the Spartan-IV's away from that 
path, but there was still work that needed to be done. 

He had no doubt that Carter would get the IV s sorted out though, as 
talented a commander as he was. He was skilled enough to lead his 
entire team off of the hellhole that was Reach, while at the same 
time delivering Cortana to the Pillar of Autumn and buying enough 
time for the ship to escape to orbit. 

"Are the contingency plans in place?" asked Chief. With the target 
such a large number of important dignitaries that would present at 
the Summit, including two of the UNSC's highest-ranking available 
leaders, they would have been fools not to put into place such 
measures . 

"The entire fleet is ready to jump in-system and run cover for the 
_Infinity_ as she gets in close and deploys a company of Spartans to 
this location to extract the Admiral if anything were to go wrong, " 
said Fred. That was another thing, the Citadel Council had politely 
asked the UNSC Fleet to remain just outside the Citadel system, 
something about keeping the Citadel's citizens from potentially 
panicking. "At least they're letting us keep our weapons. But then 
again. Colonel Dare didn't exactly give them a choice in the matter. 
No armed close-in security for the Admiral, then no attending the 
Summit . " 

As 'a gesture of good faith'. Citadel Security, who was organizing 
the event, stipulated that each dignitary was allowed two armed 
guards to supplement the security that they would already be 
providing. Chief didn't know how he felt about this because on one 
hand he was glad to keep his own weapons, but on the other hand, 
everyone else got to keep theirs as well. If tensions started to run 
high during the War Summit, if perhaps the other delegations and 
their guards started being overly hostile towards the USNCaC 1 

The last thing that Chief wanted was for the Delegation Hall to turn 
into a free-fire zone, but he would do whatever it took to ensure 
Lasky's safety. 

They reached a door guarded by four C-Sec members, two Humans and two 
Turians. One of the Turians came up to them and held out a datapad, 
looking between Shepard and the UNSC group and the datapad which no 
doubt contained a list of all of the delegations that would be 
attending . 

"Commander Shepard with the UNSC Delegation, " said Shepard, trying to 
expedite the process. 



"Ah, of course, " said the Turian, turning off the datapad and waving 
at one of his comrades to open the door. "Welcome." 

Shepard nodded at the Turian, then motioned for the UNSC group to 
follow him through the door. As they stepped through the door it was 
immediately evident to the entire UNSC delegation why all other 
delegations, including themselves, had to walk through the Grand 
Atrium in order to get to the Delegation Hall. 

Like the name suggested it was certainly grand in scale, nearly a 
square kilometer of lush green trees, colorful flowers in full bloom, 
and intricate, gleaming metal walls, boundaries, and decorative 
pieces. As they walked through Lasky could hear the telltale chirps 
and whistles of various kinds of birds, and occasionally he could see 
small forest creatures scampering through the grass or within the 
limbs of the trees. They builders had even incorporated hilly terrain 
into the design, giving the path that they were walking on a sort of 
miniature-valley feeling. When they approached what Lasky thought was 
the center of the atrium they saw a large fountain whose centerpiece 
was the Citadel itself, water spewing from the tips of its open 
' arms ' . 

There was no doubt that the atrium was a stunningly beautiful place, 
but it was obvious to Lasky what its real purpose was. It was a 
status tool, something to be used by the leaders of the Citadel to 
show their spectacular grandeur, engineering capabilities, and 
economic prosperity. The Grand Atrium was supposed to intimidate 
visitors, to show them that the Citadel was capable of accomplishing 
more than they could. In that effect, it would have been like the 
UNSC lining up a fleet of warships on the border of a planet trying 
to leave the fold through diplomatic channels, except instead of 
Titanium battleplate and depleted uranium MAC slugs the Atrium used 
green leaves and rainbow-colored flowers. 

Despite the efforts of the Grand Atrium, Lasky wouldn't be 
intimidated. He knew that they were the real ones with the power 
going into this War Summit. Simply put, the UNSC had what the rest of 
the galaxy desperately needed: Twenty-four ships that took away the 
Reaper's blatant orbital superiority. 

Of course the Citadel races had things that the UNSC wanted as well, 
such as raw material to help them rearm and fleet resources that 
could help them find a way back to their own galaxy, but what the 
UNSC offered was much more important. 

As they group came to the end of a curve in the path with sightlines 
somewhat blocked by another hill, a being came into view at the 
now-revealed end of the path, another large, intricately designed 
door. Eight more blue-uniformed C-Sec officers guarded this one, 
three on either side and two in the middle right in front of the 
door . 

The Chief increased the magnification on his visor to get a better 
look. The being appeared large in stature and was bipedal, with the 
same backwards-knees that a number of other races in this galaxy had. 
It had a significantly hunched back, and its entire body was covered 
in what looked like heavy, red-tinted plated armor. 

"Ooh, this is exciting, " said Cortana, 
get to see a Krogan in person." 


"I was wondering when we would 



The Chief narrowed his eyes slightly; he remembered reading about 
Krogan in the Codex that Cortana had acquired. From everything he had 
read including the Codex, it seemed that the galaxy-wide impression 
of the Krogan was that there were one thing: dangerous. Biologically 
they fell in the same weight /strength category as a Brute, and with 
their natural plate armor, thick skin, heavy muscles and redundant 
organ systems the Chief knew that they would be hard enough to kill 
already. Combine that with the species natural tendency to be 
aggressive, territorial, short tempered, and universally adept with 
weapons and you had a mix that made even the hyper-calm Chief a tad 
worried. This one had the folded form of a bulky-looking shotgun 
magnetized to the small of his back armor. 

The Spartan-II knew that Fred and Lasky were thinking the same 
things, he could see the subtle yet tell-tale signs of slight 
tensing-up in their body posture. The Chief flexed his fingers 
instinctively, ready to snatch his ACS from his back and level it at 
the Krogan if it was looking for trouble. 

When the Krogan turned around however, the way he reacted to their 
presence threw everyone with the UNSC for a loop, as it didn't even 
acknowledge them at first. 

"Shepard?" he said, gender now revealed by the deep, scratchy voice 
that a male would typically have. 

"Wrex?" replied Shepard, the smile that had started forming turning 
into a full-blown grin. 

The UNSC delegation stayed where they were, but Shepard and 'Wrex' 
the Krogan started striding towards each other. 

"Ha Ha, Shepard!" said the Krogan, guffawing. 

The two met, grasping forearms so firmly that the sounds echoed 
slightly, and Shepard said, "Wrex! It's good to see you!" 

"Likewise Shepard." 

"What are you doing here Wrex?" asked Shepard. 

"Ha, well the Council ever so _graciously _asked the Krogan to send a 
delegation to their War Summit. If you ask me, they should have done 
something like this a long time ago. Maybe they wouldn't be getting 
their asses kicked up and down the galaxy by the Reapers 
now . " 

Shepard looked around, then looked back to Wrex with a confused look 
on his face. "Where's the rest of you delegation." 

Wrex grinned a sharp, toothy smile, taking both of his thumbs and 
pointing them at himself. "You're looking at it." 

"Really Wrex? There wasn't at least _one _other Krogan you could have 
brought?" asked Shepard, crossing his arms. 

"Shepard, come on. _I'm_ the only Krogan that needs to be here. If I 
had taken any of the other clan leaders all they would have done is 
argue with everything I say and further sully the good name of the 



Krogan in this important political setting." It was now when Wrex 
looked over to the UNSC delegation, who was waiting for Shepard and 
Wrex to finish their reunion. 

"Who are your friends?" asked Wrex, stepping over in their 
direction . 

"I'm Admiral Thomas Lasky. We're with the United Nations Space 
Command," answered Lasky, wary. 

The Krogan ' s blood-red eyes travelled up and down Lasky and his two 
Spartan guards, obviously sizing them up. "Yeah, that's who I figured 
you were . " 

"And who might you be?" Lasky asked in response. 

"Heh. I'm Urdnot Wrex, head of Clan Urdnot . The Great Uniter of the 
Krogan Clans of Tuchanka, " he said. 

"Great Uniter huh?" said Shepard, smirking. "Who gave you that 
title? " 

"I did, just now. Heh, you like it?" 

Wrex took a step closer to Lasky, and though he was substantially 
taller than the UNSC Admiral the Krogan ' s eyes were only a few inches 
above Lasky' s. Any other man who had never seen a Krogan would have 
probably taken a step back, but Lasky stood firm. 

"I've heard the rumors," started Wrex, his voice lower than before. 
Not threatening, but not friendly either. "Do you really have ships 
that can take down a Reaper with one shot?" 

Lasky simply nodded in response. 

Wrex stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest. "Well if that's 
true, they're going to be all over you in there like a Varren over 
fresh meat. I hope you're prepared." 

Now Lasky didn't know what a Varren was, but he got the gist of what 
Wrex was saying. "We can handle ourselves," Lasky said. 

Wrex nodded at Lasky, then turned to Shepard with a predatory grin. 
"Well, it'd be rude to keep the politicians waiting. See you inside 
Shepard . " 

The Krogan strode up to the two C-Sec officers in the middle of the 
door and bellowed, "Urdnot Wrex, Krogan Delegation!" 

As the C-Sec officers ushered Wrex through the door, Lasky walked up 
to Shepard and said, "You and Urdnot Wrex seem to be pretty 
friendly . " 

"Yeah, he was one of my former squadmates and is now a good friend. 
Don't worry about the whole sizing-up/intimidation thing that he did, 
he does that with everyone he first meets. In fact, almost every 
Krogan does that, " said Shepard. "The fact that you stood your ground 
when he sullied up to you probably holds a lot a weight with him 
actually. Shows that you're stronger than you look." 



"Well that's good to know," said Lasky. Looking up to the Master 
Chief, he said, "Now Chief I might not be the best at reading Spartan 
body language, but it seemed like you wanted to punch him when he got 
too close . " 

"A large, dangerous alien with unknown motives in a close-encounters 
f irst-contact scenario with top-ranking VIPs, I was prepared to do 
what was necessary, " replied the Chief in his typical no-nonsense 
mid-mission voice. 

The beginning of Lasky 's smile disappeared, he knew that the Master 
Chief was just doing his job but a little humor couldn't hurt every 
now and then. "Of course," he said, sighing. "Alright, is everyone 
ready? " 

Chief and Fred both replied 'Yes Admiral.' 

"Then let's do this." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>After passing through two separate security scan rooms checking 
for explosives, illegal equipment (the AI in Master Chief's helmet 
was not mentioned to C-Sec) , or any weapons larger than a standard 
rifle or shotgun like sniper rifles, grenade launchers, or RPGs, the 
UNSC group was let into the Delegation Hall.<p> 

The Delegation Hall resembled any typical governmental meeting hall, 
semicircular rows of tables on a downward slope from the door where 
the delegations would sit, all facing the central tables of the room 
for the leaders, who were in this case the Turian and Salarian 
Councilors . 

It was certainly a diverse scene; top political officials and 
military leaders from nearly every species occupied many of the 
tables: Turians, Salarians, the Human Systems Alliance, Wrex of the 
Krogan, Floor, Volus, Hanar with their Drell, and now the UNSC. The 
soft buzz of conversation filled the room, and the lighting was dim. 
As per the Master Chief's request, they had been given a table near 
the middle-side of the room. Plenty of cover if needed in the form of 
the thick metal tables all around, and easy access to the side paths 
of the room that led to the exits. Thirty C-Sec officers lined the 
outsides of the room for security, and additional C-Sec guards had 
been assigned the Volus and Floor delegations as well. 

On their delegation table Lasky found what had to be a freshly minted 
nameplate with the words ADMIRAL THOMAS LASKYabove the letters UNITFD 
NATIONS SPACF COMMAND. There was also a datapad embedded into the 
surface of the table that once he activated showed the images, names, 
and titles of all those in attendance. Lasky already knew this of 
course, Cortana had _procured_ the list a significant time before 
hand, allowing Lasky to memorize the information. 

Lasky sat down at the single chair that was provided at the table, 
the Master Chief and Fred standing to either side of him. He twisted 
around in his chair to look around the room at the other delegations, 
and wasn't surprised to see lot of pairs of eyes, or what passed for 
eyes, looking right at him. Lasky pursed his lips and looked forwards 
to the central portion of the hall, relieved to see that the Salarian 
Councilor Valern had taken the podium to begin the Summit. 



A light activated to shine on Valern and make him more visible, and 
he started, "It has come to my attention that all delegations have 
now arrived. This emergency War Summit will now begin." 

Valern waited for the room to quite before continuing. "Fellow 
leaders, this is a grave time. Our galaxy faces possibly the largest 
threat it has ever seen: The Reapers are here, and they are here in 
force. Already they have taken the homeworlds of the two most 
militarily powerful Council Races and millions have lost their lives. 
If that doesn't show you the magnitude of our situation, then I do 
not know what will." 

"The goal of this Summit is to not only develop a sensible and 
uniform strategy to resist the Reapers, but also to unite the great 
species of the galaxy under a common cause of trust and support. I 
know that for the last several hundred years our individual species 
have operated relatively independent of each other, but I think you 
all know that now more than ever is the time when we need to stand 
together as one and put aside our past grudges. Divided, the Reapers 
will conquer a€" " 

Loud, dark laughter erupted from the corner of the room. Specifically 
from the Krogan delegation's table. 

"Urdnot Wrex, do you have something to say?" said Valern, annoyed at 
the interruption. 

"Yeah, I've got something to say," replied Wrex, his laughter halting 
abruptly and his tone growing hostile. "You've got a lot of goddamn 
nerve if you expect everyone in the galaxy to just forget about their 
'past grudges' at your behest." 

"What do the Salarians have to forgive from the galaxy?" asked Wrex. 
"Some unwanted military patrols from the Turians? Some banking 
mix-ups with the Volus? The fact that the Krogan keep destroying the 
STG's expensive spy satellites they try and place above Tuchanka? 
Yeah, I notice, you're not a stealthy as you think." 

"Wrexa€ 1 " started Valern, but the Krogan would have none of 
it . 

"What about the Turians huh? Or the Humans? What does the galaxy have 
to 'forgive' of them? The First Contact War? Expanding too 
quickly? " 

"Wrex I urge you to calm down!" said Valern, the volume of his voice 
raising along with his frustration. 

"I will not calm down!" bellowed Wrex, standing up from his chair and 
pointing a finger towards the podium. "The Salarian and Turian 
governments have facilitated what amounts to a _genocide_ on the 
Krogan people for hundreds of years. Our species is nearing 
extinction because of _your_ actions!" 

"Wrex, please!" said Councilor Sparatus, springing up from his chair 
away from the podium on the center stage. "We need you in this fight. 
On the ground our militaries might be able to fight the Reapers to a 
standstill, but any offensive operations? We called you here because 
we know that the he Krogan are the best shock troopers in the galaxy. 



and if we're going to take the fight to the Reapers we're going to 
need you at the tip of the spear!" 

Wrex crossed his arms and grinned a toothy, predatory smile. "Heh. On 
any other occasion I would have said that it would be a snowy day on 
Tuchanka before the Krogan decided helped the Council races again, 
after what you've done for us. But now, I've got something you 
need . " 

"Sure, I'll commit the Krogan to fighting the Reapers, but first, 

_you _need to give up something that _I_ need." 

"And what's that Wrex?" asked Sparatus . 

Wrex took a pause for dramatic effect, the room utterly silent. "A 
curea€ 1 for the Genophage . " 

No one spoke, and Councilor Sparatus put his head into his hands. 

"A cure for the Genophage?" said Sparatus in disbelief. "Implementing 
a cure alone could take months, years even! That's time we don't have 
Wrex, we need the Krogan now! And that's if we even had a cure in the 
first place ! " 

"There is no cure for the Genophage," said Valern, voice steely. 

"What you ask for cannot be provided." 

"Ha ha ha," laughed Wrex darkly, "You lying Salarian bastard." 

"This is no place for petty name-calling," said Valern. 

"Yeah? If you say there's no cure for the Genophage, then why was one 
of Clan Urdnot ' s _own_ females _kidnapped_ from Tuchanka and brought 
to an STG laboratory on Sur'Kesh? A female whose cells show 
absolutely _no trace_ of the Genophage!" 

"Lies! These fabrications are outrageous!" shot Valern, obviously now 
furious . 

"I've got half a mind to shoot you right now Valern! That female is 
the future of the Krogan race and she belongs to Tuchanka!" 

Wrex ' s words caused a few C-Sex officers to start raising their 
weapons in his direction, and action which the Krogan just snarled 
at . 

"ENOUGH ! " 

Wrex and Valern fell quiet, the C-Sec officers lowered their weapons, 
and the center of attention focused on the voice who had just 
silenced the room. 

From the Salarian Delegation STG Major Kirrahe stood, swiveling his 
head between Wrex and his brother Councilor Valern. 

"Councilor Valern knows nothing of what you speak of Wrex, but Ido. 

If you promise to refrain from _shooting _anyone I will explain the 
situation . " 


Wrex just nodded his head, his posture relaxing a bit from the 



aggressive stance he was previously in. After fighting with him on 
Virmire Wrex had always held some respect for Kirrahe. 

"Two days ago I lead an STG team down to Doctor Maelon's laboratory 
for a final torch-and-burn op, I'm sure you're familiar with the 
place I speak of. We found a Krogan there, the female you speak of, 
but she was in very poor health and close to death. We evacuated her 
back to our ship and tried to stabilize her, but it was soon evident 
that our cruiser's medical bay would not be sufficient. We took her 
back with us to Sur'Kesh to an isolated medical facility where she 
could get more advanced care, and that's where she is now. Not three 
hours after I arrived at the Citadel for this War Summit was I 
informed that our scientists found there was no sign of the Genophage 
in her body. How _you_ came across that information however is 
unknown, and represents a serious security breach within our 
organization. " 

"Is she stable?" asked Wrex, to which Kirrahe nodded. 

"Why did we not know about this? Both I and Councilor Valern." asked 
the Salarian Dalatrass, one of the other members of the 
delegation . 

"Like I said Dalatrass, we did not know whether or not the Krogan 
would even survive and the fact that she is free of the Genophage is 
very new information," said Kirrahe. 

"So that's it then," said Wrex. "Whether or not you surrender the 
female to me peacefully in return for Krogan support against the 
Reapers, or I go and take her by force, that's up to you 
Councilors . " 

"If the Council could have a moment toa€ 1 discuss your request," said 
Valern . 

"I want an answer, or I'm leaving." 

"A _moment _Wrex, " insisted Valern. He motioned for Councilor Udina 
and Councilor Sparatus to join him away from the podium. 

"This isn't a good idea, trying to give the Krogan a cure for the 
Genophage," started Udina. "I don't believe I have to remind any of 
you _why _the Genophage was enacted in the first place. The Krogan 
left unchecked nearly destroyed the three original Council 
species . " 

"We don't have a choice Udina. The Reapers are ten times the foe that 
the Rachni ever were, and the Krogan are precisely the kind of 
vicious, unrelenting fighting force that we need right now." 

"What happens after the Reapers however? The Krogans will continue to 
multiply, demanding more living space, growing ever more hostile 
towards usa€ 1 do we really want to risk a Second Krogan Rebellion?" 
asked Udina. 

"We have no way of knowing if that's how things will turn out _if _we 
even survive the Reapers in the first place," said Valern. 

"I'm just speaking my mind based on historical precedence, " reasoned 
Udina . 



"While your concern and skepticism is appreciated Councilor Udina, 
this is not the time for historical precedent. We need all the troops 
that we can possibly get," said Sparatus . 

"I agree, we don't have another option," said Valern. "If giving the 
Krogan a cure to the Genophage will get them on our side, it's what 
we have to do." 

"And what of the aftermath?" asked Udina. 

"We'll cross that bridge when we get to it. One problem at a time," 
said Valern. "Now do we all officially agree? Trying to cure the 
Genophage to gain Krogan support is a sound course of 
action? " 

"Yes," said Sparatus. 

Udina paused for a few seconds, before saying, "While I do agree, can 
we even make this decision without Councilor Tevos ' input?" 

"Tevos abandoned her right to be involved in Council affairs when she 
left for 'government consultations' on Thessia a day ago," said 
Sparatus angrily. "Besides, she would have been outvoted 
anyway . " 

Valern nodded, turning back towards the delegation tables and 
stepping back up to the podium. He looked to Wrex, who had his arms 
crossed against his chest, and said, "Urdnot Wrex, the Council has 
decided to relinquish the unaffected female into Urdnot custody and 
help pursue a possible cure for the Genophage, in exchange for the 
promise of Krogan support against the Reaper threat. 

Wrex grinned a toothy smile before chuckling, saying to the room, 
"Everybody see that? Diplomacy at work is a beautiful thing. I accept 
the Council's decision, but I do want one more thing. I want to get 
the female myself and transport her back to Tuchanka on a ship that I 
can trust, the _Normandy_. " 

"I wish to accompany Commander Shepard and Urdnot Wrex aboard the 
_Normandy_, " spoke up Major Kirrahe, "Make sure that there are no 
problems with the handing-over." 

"Commander Shepard, would you be willing to transport Wrex and 
Kirrahe to Sur'Kesh to pick up the female and then take them to 
Tuchanka?" asked Valern, looking at the Commander who was sitting at 
the Alliance table. 

"Of course Councilor, " responded Shepard. Out of the corner of his 
eye, Shepard saw what he thought was a small insect, but was actually 
the Cerberus bug that Miranda planted earlier, flit by. With hardly a 
thought Shepard snapped his fingers, summoning a small biotic field 
around the insect and compressed it into nothingness. 

"It's settled then," confirmed Valern. "Now, onto what was supposed 
to be our _first _agenda item, a general address on the Reaper's 
progress in Human and Turian space. Primarch Victus, you have the 
floor. " 


Victus stoop up, tapping the screen on his table which brought up a 



map of Turian space on the large overhanging display screen above the 
central podium. 


"About twelve hours ago four hundred Reapers appeared above Palaven 
and immediately began assaulting the fleets and ground forces 
stationed there. After just two hours of fighting the entirety of the 
Home Fleet and the Eight Fleet had been destroyed, and the First 
Fleet suffered nearly fifty percent casualties. Civilian and Army 
causalities number in the millions. 

A system deeper into Turian space was highlighted on the map, and 
Victus continued, "We pulled back to the Pulia system, one of our 
major shipyards to repair and regroup. Fortunately, this is also a 
natural chokepoint into the rest of Turian space, so it will most 
likely serve as a staging area for future defensive or offensive 
operations. Now, thanks to Salarian intelligence we know that since 
our retreat from Palaven the Reaper assault has expanded into seven 
other Turian systems as seen here. The Second, Fifth, Ninth, and 
Eleventh fleets are currently spread throughout these systems 
resisting the Reapers while attempting to evacuate the civilian 
population. All other fleets are making their way to the Pulia 
system. Those are the basics of our situation." 

"Thank you Primarch, " said Valern. "Admiral Hackett, whenever you're 
ready . " 

The Alliance Admiral stood up and cleared his throat. "Three hours 
before the Reapers hit Palaven a scout party of about a dozen Reapers 
appeared above Earth. The Second and Fifth fleet were in-system and 
with the help of accompanying forces we were able to destroy them, 
and we immediately began evacuations. However, another Reaper force 
of about two hundred engaged us shortly afterwards. We were barely 
holding out when more enemy reinforcements arrived, six hundred more 
to be precise. Our two fleets had sustained fifty percent casualties 
by that point as well, and we knew we had to retreat from Earth. We 
made a short FTL jump out-system to avoid the Reapers, regrouped, and 
jumped back to the Charon Relay. Thankfully we were able to destroy 
the thirty Reapers guarding it and escape, but not before trapping 
the Reapers in the Sol System by deactivating the Relay." 

Shepard had to hand it to Hackett, he sure knew how to drop a bomb of 
galactic importance with an absolute straight face. He made a mental 
note to _never_ play poker with him. 

Primarch Victus stood from his table, holding out a hand in the 
direction of the Alliance table. "Hold on Admiral, what you're saying 
is raising a lot of questions. Now I have no intention of insulting 
the capability of the Alliance Navy, but how did your two fleets 
manage to _destroy _forty Reapers and hold out against another two 
hundred? And just to be sure I heard you right, you _deactivated _a 
Mass Relay? How? Did this 'United Nations Space Command' have 
anything to do with it?" 

"In fact they did," answered Hackett, looking towards Lasky. "Admiral 
Lasky, this is probably as good a time as ever to introduce 
yourself . " 

All attention fell on the UNSC table, and Admiral Lasky stood up, 
trying his best to project confidence. "I am Admiral Thomas Lasky of 
the United Nations Space Command. Now you're all probably wondering 



who I am and what exactly I am doing in your War Summit, and I'm 
going to keep my introduction quick so we can get to any questions 
and get back to the matter at hand. What you're about to hear is 
going to be hard to believe but I promise that it is not a 
fabrication. It's all truth." 

"I'll go ahead and start with the largest thing, get it out of the 
way. Though we are Humans, we are not from this galaxy," said Lasky. 
His statement caused some minor uproar and accusations throughout the 
room, but they were quickly silenced by Councilor Valern. 

"What are you saying then? That you are from another galaxy?" asked 
Valern. He already knew this of course, this particular information 
about the UNSC was revealed when the Council met with Shepard and 
Doctor Woods, he was simply asking the question that everybody else 
uninformed was asking. 

"Like I said I know it's hard to believe, but it's true," reiterated 
Lasky . 

"Well then, how exactly did you get here?" asked Victus, 
skeptical . 

"We were investigating an artifact of unknown origin in our galaxy 
and unfortunately it reacted to our presence. The next thing we know 
we're in the Sol system staring down the barrel of Admiral Hackett 
and two Alliance fleets," said Lasky. 

"We didn't know who the hell they were at first, we couldn't raise 
them on any channels and their ships didn't look like anything we had 
ever seen before. Thankfully we managed to arrange a first contact 
meeting without any shooting," said Hackett. "But believe me when I 
say that we were all as surprised as everyone here is now when we 
found out that they were Human as well." 

"Any sort of question-answering was cut short when the Reapers showed 
up though, and because our FTL drives were still disabled from our 
sudden 'transportation' we had no choice but to stand and fight 
alongside the Alliance." 

"And your forces were the deciding factor in keeping it the Defense 
at Earth as opposed to the Annihilation at Earth?" asked 
Victus . 

"Yes. Our ships have proven to be extremely effective in fighting the 
Reapers . We have ship-mounted weapons that can that gut a Reaper in 
one shot, and our defensive systems have been shown to be able to 
resist multiple Reaper strikes." 

"How? What gives your ships such a gigantic advantage as opposed to 
ours?" asked Victus. 

"Now the details I'm not comfortable with sharing, but I can tell you 
that the UNSC has just emerged from the end of long war where 
shipboard warfare systems were at the forefront of research and 
development," answered Lasky. 

"How long? And against who?" asked the Salarian Dalatrass. 

"I apologize, but I would rather keep that information classified," 



said Lasky. 


"You keep your cards close to your chest Admiral, " said the 
Dalatrass. "Such a practice may not prove as fruitful as you think 
during these times. Regardless, you said you disabled the Charon Mass 
Relay? Denying the Reapers access to certain Relays would prove to be 
a massive strategic advantage, how did you do it?" 

Lasky took a deep breath, steeling himself for the reaction he 
figured would come. "One of our Artificial Intelligences was able to 
manipulate the Relay's system into a hard shutdown before we escaped 
the Sol system via our own FTL." 

The Salarian Dalatrass narrowed her eyes, saying, "_One _of your 
_Artificial Intelligences_? Manipulating a Relay without the 
permission of the Council is crime enough, but it is a universal 
Citadel law that AI ' s are highly illegal." 

Lasky was getting ready to answer, but to his surprise Councilor 
Valern came to his defense. "The UNSC is not a Citadel race, and thus 
is not expected to have adhered to Council laws." 

"But surely if we are to work with the UNSC they will have to 
relinquish control of their AI?" asked the Dalatrass. 

"The UNSC will not be relinquishing the control of anything 
Dalatrass," stated Lasky firmly. "Our AI ' s are and have been an 
integral part of UNSC operations for decades now." 

"Fear not Admiral, you will be allowed to keep you AI's," said 
Valern. "Any advantage that we can get against the Reapers we will 
take, and if this issue is what we secure UNSC assistance, then the 
Council will make an exception to the law. It is a moot point anyway 
as your nation is one we recognize as not part of the Alliance and 
thus not a signatory." 

"Thank you Councilor," said Lasky, relieved that he didn't have to 
get into a large argument over an issue that was clearly a sensitive 
topic right now. 

"Now what I _do_ want to know however," started Valern, "Is what 
happened to the other five ships that appeared above Earth? The ones 
that were clearly of a different faction based on their structural 
design, and the ones that really destroyed the Reaper scout force and 
those guarding the Charon Relay? Who were they? Where did they 
go?" 

"They were another faction from our galaxy, one who was investigating 
the artifact that sent us here at the same time we were. They are our 
allies," said Lasky. He would _not _mention the fact that they had 
been at war with the Sangheili not a few years prior. "They assisted 
us and the Alliance in the defense of Earth, but after the assault on 
the Charon Relay they vanished into ETL. We don't know where they 
went or why they did so." 

"So you're saying that there's a force of ships of equal power to 
your own commanded by an unknown faction, with unknown motives, and 
is now is at large in our galaxy? That is not a very comforting 
thought," said the Dalatrass. 



"We feel the same way that you do regarding the situation Daltrass, 
but regardless it is not something that we can control right now, " 
said Lasky. 

"Alright, so now that we know a bit more about the UNSC and their 
current situation, " said Sparatus, "What are your terms towards 
entering into a mutual defensive pact with the rest of the Citadel 
races, sans the Asari?" 

"I will commit my twenty-five ships and their accompanying ground 
forces to the fight against the Reapers if three conditions are met. 
First, I would like a promise that the Citadel races will promise to 
help us look for a way home when possible. Second, we can manufacture 
our own ordinance, but we don't have a way of procuring the metal and 
minerals we need to do so. I'm going to somehow get access to some 
raw materials in order to rearm our ships. Lastly, I want a guarantee 
that _I_ will be the only one in command of my forces. Unless I 
specify, my forces will not be subject to the orders of Council race 
military commander. Those are my terms." 

"You are a reasonable man Admiral Lasky, and I can assure that you 
terms can be met," said Valern. He reached down and pressed on his 
data screen, and something new popped up on the data screens of the 
various delegations. "This is the draft of a Mutual Defense Agreement 
between all of those present. It states that once signed, everyone 
will pledge their full political, economic, and military support 
towards the war effort against the Reaper threat. Admiral Lasky, an 
altered draft has been forwarded to you to include the binding terms 
you specified. If you all could take a moment to look over it, then 
sign . " 

Lasky meticulously read over the draft, double checking to make sure 
that everything he had asked for would be provided while Cortana also 
went over the information and fed him the particulars through his 
earpiece. After determining that the draft was to his satisfaction, 
he signed the draft with an electronic pen attached to the 
table . 

Every other delegation did the same, and Valern smiled slightly at 
the feat they had just accomplished . The galaxy had not been so 
formally united since the Rachni Wars. "Now, before we move on 
towards discussing our first organized military action in response to 
the Reaper attacks, I would like to briefly discuss with the Volus 
delegation about getting the Citadel's economy prepared for a wartime 
situation . " 

As the Councilors and the Volus delegation droned on about economics, 
the Master Chief's radio beeped. _"Echo 1-1 to Blue Actual, come 
in . 

Chief and Ered tilted their helmets ever so subtly, sharing a quick 
look. Echo 1-1 was the callsign of the lead Pelican that had brought 
them to the Citadel, and who were currently orbiting a bit away from 
their landing pad. Ered, technically the commanding officer of Blue 
team and Blue Actual, responded, "Echo 1-1, go ahead." 

"_Blue Actual, onboard sensors have picked up ten vessels that have 
just jumped into the Citadel's inner space . 

"Do they match any of the Council ship signatures?" asked 



Fred . 


"_Negative. They're frigate weight, and guessing by the fact that the 
Citadel Defense Fleet at the edge of the Citadel's arms are currently 
turning about they probably bypassed them to get here."_ 

Something wasn't right here. "_Infinity_, this is Blue Actual. Be 
advised Echo 1-1 reports that ten unidentified frigate-weight vessels 
have just arrived in inner Citadel space. Be on standby." 

"_Roger Blue Actual, keep us updated. 

Lasky, whose hidden earpiece was keyed into their comms channel gave 
a concerned look towards the two Spartans. 

"_Blue Actual, Echo 1-1 here. The ten ships are moving closer to the 
Citadel arms, and the Citadel Defense Eleet is launching fighters. 

The unidentified ships are starting to launch fighters also along 
with some other aircraft that look like troop transports. Recommend 
evacuation, how copy?"_ 

"Councilor Valern!" called Lasky interrupting his conversation with 
the Volus, "Are you aware that ten ships have just bypassed the 
Citadel Defense Eleet and are now launching fighters and troop 
carriers ? " 

"What?" responded Valern, confused. "Commander Bailey, is this 
true ? " 


"Admiral we're getting you back to the _Infinity_, " said Ered, 
ushering him up out of his chair. "_Infinity_ this is Blue Actual, 
initiate Silver Contingency." 

They had prepared two contingency plans. Silver, which involved 
quickly extracting the UNSC Delegation via Echo flight while the 
_Infinity _jumped in just outside the Citadel's arms. Silver 
contingency was to be used if the delegation didn't feel comfortable 
and wanted to quickly and quietly get to safety. 

Then there was Jade Contigency, for the worst case scenario if the 
delegation came under hostile fire. In that case, the entire UNSC 
fleet would jump into inner Citadel space and establish a defensive 
perimeter while the _Infinity_ sent down an entire company of heavily 
armed Spartans to secure and extract Lasky. 

"Councilor, C-Sec Command isn't responding to my hails," said 
Bailey . 

"_Echo 1-1, two ships just changed heading towards our position, 
along with their fightersaCl shit, that squadron is on an attack 
vector! Echo go evasive! Blue Actual we are taking fire! Initiate 
Jade Con a€" 

The channel cut off abruptly into static. "Echo 1-1, come 
in! " 

Suddenly, the two Spartan-II's shields popped out of existence along 
with the overhead lights in the Great hall, plunging the room into 
darkness . 



"Chief, electronic systems all over the Citadel are going offline 
I've just been hard-kicked out of the mainframes!" 


_EMP? Or something a bit more exotic? _wondered Chief He still 
didn't quite have a full understanding of what this 'Mass Effect' 
universe was capable of_. His energy shields had taken the brunt of 
the blast however and the suit itself was EMP-hardened, so thankfully 
_he_ didn't experience any shutdowns. The fact that whatever just 
happened affected his armor like this was worrisome 
however . " 

"Analyzing." The voice of his female companion stated on their 
channel. "Whatever hit us seems to operate on similar principles to 
an 'Overload, ' according to the Codex Commander Shepard gave us. 

There isn't anything about it being used on this scale or wide area 
affect thoughaC 1 I'm compiling the data the suits sensors picked up 
to see if I can find a way to counter it in the future should we run 
into it again. Eor now though your shields are down and cycling 
though as if they warming up from a cold restart. I'm trying to speed 
up the process StandbyaC 1 . " 

As his visor and eyes adjusted to the darkness he heard a shot rang 
out, and he saw the trail the round left through the superheated air 
as it knifed towards the central podium. The electronics powering his 
kinetic barrier being fried by the electronic blast. Councilor 
Sparatus could do nothing but stand helplessly as the round entered 
just below his left eye and blew his brains out of the back of his 
skull . 

Before Sparatus' body had even started to fall the Master Chief had 
traced the round back to its origin, a Human C-Sec officer along the 
edge of a far wall with his rifle raised in the direction of the 
center podium. Other officers around him were just starting to turn 
their own rifles towards him when Chief had his pistol snapped up 
from his hip and aimed at the assassin. 

Two quick shots took care of him, but not before Cortana noticed 
another officer about a dozen meters down the wall with his rifle 
raised, this time in Chief's direction, and highlighted him in 
flashing red. A flick of his wrist pointed the Spartan's pistol in 
the right direction and Chief fired another two rounds, but not 
before the officer managed to fire a three-round burst towards 
him. 

The distance between them and the velocity at which the rounds 
travelled meant that there was no time for Chief to dodge, and as his 
pistol shots nearly took the officers head clean off the three rounds 
sent at him disintegrated upon his secondary hardlight 
barrier . 

Gunbarrel smoking. Chief spun around the room looking for more 
targets, but all he saw were C-Sec officers swiveling their rifles 
around in confusion. 

"My earpiece is dead!" said Lasky, pointing towards his 
ear . 

"Infinity, Jade Contingency now!" ordered Ered, "Shots fired, VIP is 
unharmed . " 



"What the _hell_ just happened!" shouted Admiral Hackett, standing 
from his chair with a raised pistol, looking at the bloody remains of 
Councilor Sparatus sprawled out on the center stage. 

"Secure the dignitaries!" yelled Commander Bailey, and the C-Sec 
officers lining the room rushed towards the various delegations, some 
still glancing at their two dead former-comrades. 

"_Jade Task Force inbound, ETA two mikes, " _came the _Infinity_ 
through the UNSC delegations comms channel. 

"To the emergency exit Councilors, let's move!" said Bailey, him and 
a group of officers rushing Udina and Valern towards a hidden exit 
near the back of the room. 

"Chief! Contacts just outside the doors! And two more groups besides 
them outside the wall!" said Cortana, showing Chief the thermal 
readings of outside the Hall. She was right, there was a group of ten 
figures stacking up outside the door along with two groupings of six 
figures each stacking up fifteen meters along the wall on either side 
for what had to be a multiple-point breach. 

Fred and Chief basically lifted Lasky out of his chair and vaulted in 
tandem over their table so that they had some cover between them and 
their soon-to-be breachers, and Fred shouted through his external 
speakers, "Their going to come through the doors!" 

Chief grimaced as he drew his ACR as the room was still in complete 
disarray. C-Sec officers were still scrambling to secure their 
assigned delegates and prepare for the incoming breachers, while most 
of the delegates themselves still had no idea what was 
happening . 

"Dammit, the emergency exit is locked!" Chief hear Commander Bailey 
curse . 

Rather than taking cover behind the Alliance table. Commander Shepard 
had started bounding his way towards the door of the hall, hands 
glowing with swirling blue biotic energy. The Krogan Urdnot Wrex 
looked to have the same idea, one hand wielding what looked like a 
massive shotgun while the other was glowing blue as well. 

Three explosions simultaneously ripped through the Great Hall doors, 
and two spots on the wall on either side. Bounding through the smoke 
and dust clattered a bevy of round cylinders, and Fred bellowed 
"GRENADES!" through his speakers. 

The grenades were not of all the same type however. As they detonated 
near the back of the room where they landed Chief could see the 
explosions of three different grenades: flashbangs to blind and 
disorient, fragmentation grenades to kill and wound the first line of 
defenders, and smoke grenades to obscure vision and cover the 
hostile's entrance into the room. 

The frag grenades took out a dozen or so of the C-Sec officers right 
off the bat, while the flashbangs caused most of the officers and 
delegates who weren't behind cover to cover their eyes or ears in 
pain . 


Fred and the Master Chief switched to thermal vision to negate the 



smoke effect, their helmets having already compensated for the 
flashbangs with Cortana cutting off external audio and darkening 
their visors at the time of the explosions. 

Fred opened fire towards the hole in the wall that was closest 
towards them in long yet controlled bursts of fire while Chief 
focused his attention on the main door breach. The ten targets lit up 
like flares under thermals, and the Chief could tell that the 
hostiles were heavily armored through their bulky silhouettes. That, 
and the fact that it took nearly eight rounds to the upper chest for 
his first target to fall. 

Chief was in the middle of switching targets when Commander Shepard 
rushed through the smoke right at the hostiles, followed by a 
curiously laughing Krogan. As the Spartan saw the two biotics throw 
down with the hostiles in CQB, Chief switched priorities to helping 
Fred with his six targets. 

He had already taken down one hostile and was in the process of 
stitching through a second, so Chief set his sights on a third. They 
had started to return fire, accurate bursts splintering the heavy 
wooden table they were using as cover and impacting the Spartan's now 
recharged energy shields. 

As a duo of headshots from Chief killed his target he saw a hostile 
in the back aiming an underbarrel grenade launcher in what had to be 
their direction. Recognizing the threat as well, Fred focused fire on 
the priority target along with Chief and the rounds from the two 
Spartans rifles managed to penetrate the targets armor and kill him 
right in the middle of his trigger pull. 

His aim jerked, sending the grenade soaring through the air not at 
the Spartans and Lasky, but at the Hanar/Drell delegation. The 
grenade exploded above and behind the table in an airburst, but the 
Hanar delegate's two Drell bodyguards manages to summon a protective 
biotic barrier around themselves just in time to avoid being 
killed . 

Fred and Chief quickly dispatched their last target with coordinated 
fire, and as Chief turned to engage elsewhere he was given to 
privilege of watching a vicious Krogan headbutt crush a hostile's 
fully armored head and helmet into a very unnatural shape, and 
Shepard exploding another two to barely recognizable pieces with a 
hefty biotic explosion. 

Seeing as the two biotics seemed to have the doorway handled. Chief 
and Fred turned their attention towards the opposite side of the 
room. Here the six hostiles had managed to enter without resistance 
and had already entrenched themselves behind the Volus ' delegation 
table, the small exosuit-encased creatures and their C-Sec guards now 
lying dead in pools of their own blood on the other side. 

By this point the surviving C-Sec officers and some of the delegates 
had started returning fire, but the enemy's armor was tough and their 
cover was solid. Another underbarrel launched grenade blew up the 
Turian delegations table, and as they scrambled to find new cover 
Fred and the Chief let out long bursts of suppressive fire. 

"Fred, flank them, " ordered Chief, and Fred promptly activated his 
suit's active camouflage and disappeared. 



To keep the pressure on Chief let out a series of long, sustained 
bursts at the hostile's cover and their heads whenever they popped 
out. However now his electric blue tracers were being joined by fire 
from the recovering C-Sec officers and armed delegates. 

Out of his peripheral vision Chief saw a hostile fly out from the 
dissipating smoke cloud near the Great Hall door and crash into a 
splintered table, blood gushing out of the stumps where his arms used 
to be. Shepard and the Krogan must have been literally tearing the 
enemy apart . 

As Chief took the top of the head off of a hostile who exposed 
himself for just a little too long, a hail of blue tracers erupted 
from behind a desk on edge of the center podium, lancing into the 
unprotected flanks of the five enemies remaining. 

Two fell quickly, not even having time to react to Fred's surprise 
attack before they were dead. One turned and began firing in the 
direction from which the new fire was coming from, but Fred, still 
invisible, had already changed positions and put a well-aimed burst 
into his upper torso and neck. Then, from the direction of the doors 
two balls of biotic energy arced upwards and then came down right on 
top of the two hostiles left, surrounding them in a negative mass 
effect field and launching them out of their cover and into the air. 
Completely exposed, the entire room had clear shots and they were 
dead within a second, hole-ridden bodies crashing to the floor 
shortly after. 

There were a few long seconds of silence as everyone got their 
bearings, seeing whether or not anymore shooting would occur. 

"_Jade Task Force ETA thirty seconds, came the _Infinity_ through 
the Spartan's comms . 

Cortana cut into his train of thought with an update on the 
situation. "Chief, picking up multiple short range signals in and 
around the Presidium. C-SEC is trying to respond to this attack but 
their communicat ions are sporadic at best. We have multiple boarders 
hitting targets all across the Presidium andaCjl'm also picking up 
relayed status reports from the Wards, weak but readable. CSECs 
response isa€ 1 confused and uncoordinated at best. Unidentified 
attackers are hitting all across the wards and the Presidium. C-SEC 
and Civilians alike are getting slaughtered out there. Its 
chaos ! " 

"How could they have gotten into the Presidium so fast?" the Chief 
inquired . 

"Unknown. I'm guessing sleeper teams already onboard working in 
conjunction with our boarders." 

That brought up a very unpleasant scenario for the Chief. "Any idea 
where they're headed?" 

"Did you really need to ask?" 

"Cortana, I need to know what we're up against; size and disposition 
of forces, weapons, equipment, and I need that information 
now . " 



"I'm on it, but Chief, we've got another problem. Whatever knocked 
out Citadel Security's communicat ions happened less than two seconds 
_before_ that EMP blast hit. Some kind of virus was directly uploaded 
from C-Sec servers that crashed the system Citadel wide. Clever 
bastardsaC 1 C-Sec is still operating under the assumption that the 
EMP knocked out their communicat ions which _is _more or less 
true . " 

"Meaning no one has yet noticed the virus, " said John, catching onto 
her line of thinking. 

"Exactly. Now Citadel Security's cyber warfare specialists are top 
notch and will eventually figure it out and restore communicat ions , 
but by that point it'll be far too late." 

That settled it for him. Citadel Security had been compromised, and 
their emergency exit was a no go. No place was safe for the Lasky and 
the other delegated except for one. 

"Ered, addendum to Case Jade. We're evacuating the entire Summit 
delegation to _Infinity_. Contact Commander Carter and Colonel Dare 
to coordinate transports and security." 

Ered nodded once and set about his task. 

"Cortana, can you deal with the Virus?" Chief asked. 

"The Citadels computers are rebooting now. Soon as they're up put me 
in the system and I'll handle it. I can also coordinate between C-Sec 
and Spartan fire teams, EMS services, direct trapped civilians out of 
the combat zones and do everything in my power to stall and make life 
difficult for our attackers." 

"Do it." 

Commander Shepard walked over to one of the dead hostiles who was 
facedown on the ground and kicked him over. He bent down close to 
examine the dead man's armored chest piece, then stood back up 
quickly and loudly cursed. 

"I recognize the symbol on their armor," snarled Shepard, 
scowling . 

"It's Cerberus. They're attacking the Citadel." 
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><pXstrong>The Infinity Effect Chapter 15: Battle for the Citadel 
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"We're clear," announced Ered 

After thoroughly scanning the Great Hall the two Spartans lowered 
their weapons, shortly followed by the rest of the room. 

There was silence for a few seconds as everyone tried to comprehend 
the gravity of what had just happened. Eearing that the room could 
degenerate into panic hysterics. Major Kirrahe quickly took charge of 
the situation. 

"Commander Bailey, get a headcount of the remaining delegates and 
C-Sec officers. Check for wounded, and move them to one place so 
medical staff don't have to look. Valern, is SparatusaC 1 ? " 

"Yes. He's dead," answered the Salarian Councilor. 

Kirrahe simply nodded. "So is the Volus delegation." 

"All of them?" 

"All of them." 

"My Comms are still out," said Primarch Victus, "We couldn't even 
call for reinforcements if we wanted too." 

Bailey sighed wearily. "That means I have no direct link to any of my 
fast response teams. If Comms are down and the Citadel is under 
attack then C-SEC 's ability to respond has been crippled." 

The Delegates were looking increasingly worried at that grim 
statement. Their nerves were frazzled by the recent attack and Lasky 
new that even the mere threat of renewed violence might be enough to 
make them crack. He had to take command of the situation. 

"We've got a quick reaction force coming to secure this location and 
extract us all to the _Infinity_ as we speak, " Lasky said. 

"To the _Infinity_?" asked Udina. 


Lasky nodded, saying 


"It's the safest vessel in-system, and I'm 



getting reports that the Citadel Defense Fleet is still recovering 
from the EMP . " 

"Cortana, can you get a message out to my crew?" started Shepard, "I 
need them to get back to the _Normandy_ and arm up ASAP." 

"I'll try Commander," replied Cortana. 

"Hmmm. We don't know how long Cerberus will take to attack again, and 
this time we won't be able to repel them. How long until your 
reaction force gets here Admiral Lasky?" asked Kirrahe. 

A deafening cacophony of shattering glass, shearing metal, and the 
loud _thuds_ of dozens of impacts filled the room, followed by a 
shockwave that caused Lasky 's teeth to shake. 

"Now," said Lasky. 

"Blue Actual, this is Noble Actual. We're on the ground and 1st 
Platoon is moving to your position." 

"Copy Noble Actual, " said Fred, turning on his external speakers and 
announcing, "Friendlies coming in!" 

The thundering sound of rapid bootsteps foretold the arrival of the 
Spartan Platoon, and they burst into the room with weapons raised, a 
white-and-crimson armored Commander Palmer leading the 
way . 

"Friendlies coming in!" shouted Palmer as well, quickly lowering her 
two magnums as she saw that there were no threats. 

Palmer swiveled her head, taking in the physical status of the room, 
the delegates and C-Sec officers looking back at her, and the dead 
bodies of the armored Cerberus Commandos. "Ivy, Silver, secure those 
two holes in the wall. Faraday, post at the doors. Envy, spread out 
through the room, check for anything out of the ordinary. Titan, get 
those bodies out of the way." 

She stepped over said bodies and quickly jogged over to Lasky and the 
Spartan-I I ' s . "Leiutenant, Chief, Carter wants you outside ASAP. 

We'll take it from here." 

As Fred and Chief started making their way out of the hall. Palmer 
asked, "Admiral, are you alright?" 

"I'm fine Commander, but we've got wounded over there," said Lasky, 
pointing to where Bailey and the other C-Sec officers had gathered 
their wounded comrades. 

"Parker, Julian, you're up. See what you can do for them," ordered 
Palmer . 

"Palmer, I need a radio. Do you have an extra?" said Lasky, desperate 
to get reconnected to the fleet. 

"Yeah, " she answered, reaching into an armored compartment and 
pulling out a collapsible headset. 


As she handed Lasky the radio one of the Spartans sent to care for 



the wounded said, "Uh, Commander Palmer? Two of these guys are 
aliens, I don't know how to treat them." 

"Well it's fortunate that _I _do, " came the voice of Cortana through 
Palmer's helmet speakers. "I'm patching into your HUD's, I'll give 
you guidance from there." 

"Cortana, can you connect me to Captain Skyheit?" 

"Yes, Admiral," she said, and Lasky's radio quickly popped into his 
channel . 

"Skyheit, this is Lasky, can you read me? What's the situation out 
there? " 

"_I read you Admiral. The Fleet's on-station and were engaging the 
ten unknown ships and their fighter compliments. We're reduced to 
using deck-guns, mini-MACs, missile salvos, and bombing runs against 
the enemy frigates however, they're too close to the station to use 
MAC rounds else we risk ricochets ramming into the station. 

"Keep the MAC rounds withheld Captain, we want to keep damage to the 
Citadel at a minum. Hell, get in close between the enemy ships and 
the station if you can, but be careful. And keep the _Infinity_ at 
range, we're going to be taking the rest of the delegation there 
until this situation has been dealt with. Cortana, can you mark the 
ships nearest to the Presidium for Skyheit?" 

"Done," replied the AI . 

"Captain, those two ships are priority targets. They're the only 
things standing between us and extraction to the _Infinity_, and 
Cortana says that they are pouring troops to our locationaCl" 

As Fred and Chief left the Hall and crossed into the Atrium, they saw 
dozens of drop pods and their Spartan-IV cargos quickly moving about 
among the trees and hills of the large room, four Mantises crouched 
low to the ground and being covered by some sort of netting by a pair 
of Spartan's each, and Commander Carter near the edge of it all 
holding a datapad and facing in their direction, waiting for them. On 
either side of Carter were Kelly and Linda, who upon seeing the Chief 
and Fred approaching gave the two-finger Spartan smile, which was 
promptly returned. 

Carter waved the Spartans over, and once they were all gathered 
around him he made sure that they could all see his 
datapad . 

"Cortana says that the next wave of Cerberus forces will be here in 
just over a minute, so we don't have much time." Carter gestured to 
his datapad, where the positions of the various Spartan-IV s 
throughout the Atrium could be seen. "I'm setting us up in a lined 
formation near the entrance of the Atrium. Second and Third Platoon 
are making up the main line while Fourth is split up and camouflaged 
along the two far flanks. Second and Third Platoon are going to fall 
back in phases to lure the main Cerberus force past our flanks, and 
when the fleet takes out their two ships right above us the flanks 
will close in in a pincer move, cut them off, and eliminate them. I 
want your squad with the left flank to even out the imbalance of 
squads there. Understand everything?" 



"Yes sir, " Chief replied. 

"What about the Mantises Commander?" asked Kelly. 

"That's Kiger Platoon, I'm keeping them hidden until we start to 
close the pincer for maximum shock and awe." 

"Got it, " said Kelly, her question answered. 

Without another word Blue Team set off to the left flank at a run, 
passing Spartan-IV squads finding cover amongst the hills, trees, and 
decorative metal architecture, fortifying firing positions with 
deployable hard-light barriers, and even seeing the hulking figure of 
Noble Five setting up his heavy machine gun in a prime firing 
position. Chief did a quick ID tag search and saw that the rest of 
Noble team was spread out throughout the main defensive line with 
Second and Third Platoon. 

They arrived at the left flank, the only indications of any 
Spartan-IV presence being the ID tags displayed in the IT's visors, 
as they were all hidden under active camouflage. Blue team followed 
suit, disappearing into the air as their armor's active camouflage 
fields fully encompassed them. 

Fred, Kelly, and the Chief took positions near the top of a hill 
behind some metal benches, giving them a clear view of the landing 
pads where they had come from, and where the Cerberus forces would 
likely be landing. 

Linda took a quick look around and quickly scampered up a nearby 
tree, not the tallest tree around but one that gave her clear fields 
of fire and whose thick leaves offered her the most visual 
concealment, on top of her active camouflage. 

"Commander, we're in position," said Chief. 

"_Cerberus dropships are almost here, stay alert_, " responded 
Carter . 

The Spartans waited for a few seconds when suddenly, the walls to 
either side of the large doors leading out to the landing pad 
disappeared in a loud blast of dust and shrapnel. 

"_Hold fire, said Carter quickly over the Company's 
channel . 

Before the dust from the wall-clearing explosion could clear another 
set of bursts occurred all along the new opening, spilling several 
large, obscuring clouds of bright white smoke. 

Chief quickly switched to thermal vision only to find that the smoke 
created a hot barrier that his thermals could not penetrate. He went 
to infrared vision, only to find that the smoke was still 
impenetrable . 

"Thermals and Infrared don't penetrate this smoke," said 
Fred . 

"_They must know we have alternate visual settings, said Carter, 



_"But I bet they don't know about this one. Company, switch to 
Promethean Vision. 

Ever since Requiem, UNSC scientists, engineers and Huragok had worked 
together to reverse-engineer the 'Promethean Vision' ability used by 
the shield world's guardian Promethean Knights. The alternate visual 
mode was now a standard feature throughout the Spartan ranks, and was 
even beginning to make its way into other higher echelon UNSC troops 
like the ODSTs and Force Recon Marines. 

The Master Chief did as he was ordered, switching his visor mode to 
Promethean Vision and watching as the deep scan radiated outwards. 

The Promethean Vision, operating on an entirely different set of 
principals than thermals or infrared vision cut right through 
Cerberus ' obscuring smoke and gave the Spartan Company a clear sense 
as to what they were up against. 

Cortana quickly calculated the numbers before relaying to the 
company, "I count three-hundred and twenty, two-hundred and sixty of 
those seemingly split into fifty-two squads of five. I'm marking 
individual squads and designating their Centurion Squad leaders as 
priority targets. I'm also counting ten Engineers, thirty of those 
heavy-shield Guardians, and twenty Nemesis snipers. I'm marking those 
as high priority targets as well. They're moving forwards in a 
layered formation. Guardians in front, standard assault squads in the 
middle with Engineers dispersed throughout and the snipers bringing 
up the rear." 

"_Centurions ? Guardians? Nemesis? Where are you getting these names 
from?" _asked Commander Carter. 

"They're just what C-Sec officers throughout the Citadel have started 
labelling the different Cerberus troops that they've seen." 

"_Okay, sure, said Carter. _"Spartans, prepare to initiate phase 
one a€" 

Just then, six meteors impacted behind the Cerberus advance, sending 
shockwaves rippling through the Atrium and creating some large clouds 
of smoke and dust. From these clouds emerged six large, hulking mechs 
with prominent transparent cockpits with what looked look a heavy 
cannon on one arm and a two-pronged claw on the other. 

"_Mech support, said Carter. _"Cortana, what do we know about 
them? 

"Based on what I've seen from their deployments on other parts of the 
station they're very dangerous. That cannon can either fire 
high-powered explosive rounds or tracking missiles, and the claw arm 
opposite is certainly strong enough to crush a Spartan. Heavily 
shielded, and heavily armored as well." 

"Mark those as highest priority," said Carter. "Proceed with phase 
one. Second and Third Platoons, break cover and engage." 

The Spartans in question broke cover from their hiding places and 
began firing at the Cerberus force. However, the initial volley 
wasn't one of extreme accuracy and lethality that would have felled a 
large portion of the Cerberus formation, as what would have been 
normally expected of Spartans. Their shots were slow and inaccurate. 



no heavy weaponry or explosives were being used, and overall only a 
few of the Cerberus troops fell with most of them getting back to 
their feet. 

To their credit Cerberus reacted quickly and efficiently to their 
foe's reveal, the main formation of assault squads laying in heavy 
amounts of fire towards Second and Third Platoon's positions while 
moving to the most advantageous cover available. The shield-toting 
Guardians remained in the center, giving cover to those squads which 
couldn't find adequate protection amongst the first hills, trees, and 
decorative structures of the Atrium. The Cerberus snipers stayed to 
the rear of the group scanning for targets in front of the main 
advance, and the six Atlas mechs were slowly lumbering forwards, 
sending the occasional heavy cannon round downrange . 

The Spartans were being very careful about presenting themselves 
however, ducking out of cover for just the couple of seconds required 
to send off a few hastily aimed shots, or sometimes even just 
pointing their rifle over their cover and firing blindly. Facing no 
firm resistance, the Cerberus troops advanced quickly under their own 
suppressive fire, the main line just now breaking even with the 
camouflaged Fourth Platoon on the far flanks. 

Carter realized this, and aiming to draw the Cerberus forces deeper 
into the trap ordered, _"Fall back to phase two . 

Second and Third Platoons left their phase one cover, falling back in 
what looked like a hasty and disorganized manner, but what was 
actually very coordinated and precise series of pre-thought 
crisscrossed paths to the next defensive line. The Spartans increased 
the amount of fire they were sending towards the advancing Cerberus 
troops to give some further protection as they retreated, and they 
reached their established phase two cover mostly unhindered. 

Hoping to press their advantage Cerberus began to advance more 
quickly, wanting to aggressively close in on and destroy what they 
though was this meager, ineffective defense force and get their hands 
on the real prize, the remaining delegates. 

Having mistaken the defending Spartan's earlier, almost timid 
response to their presence, the Cerberus forces assumed they were 
facing a small C-SEC force on its last legs. The Cerberus forces had 
now pushed past the Spartan flanks, playing into Carter's trap hook, 
line, and sinker. 

"_They ' re taking the bait, said Carter. _"Fall back to phase line 
three. Cortana, what's the ETA on those enemy frigates coming 
down? 

"_Yorktown _and _Dresden_ are enroute right now." 

"Acknowledged. Spartans, hold them at the third phase line. Eull 
firepower to be authorized on my mark. Elanking teams, prepare to 
engage . " 

A flash of blue-white light drew the Master Chief's attention 
upwards, and he saw through the Atrium's shattered glass roof that 
far above in Citadel space two slipspace portals had just opened up 
in close proximity to the two Cerberus cruisers. 



Not a second later the Valiant-class Super-Heavy Cruiser _Yorktown_ 
and the Marathon-class Cruiser _Dresden_ shot out of the portals 
parallel to the Cerberus ships, broadside deck guns and mini-MAC's 
firing upon the ships before the UNSC vessels had even fully emerged 
from their portals. 

As the heavy rounds battered at the two Cerberus ship's kinetic 
barriers, they turned to face their fronts towards the UNSC cruisers 
and fired their main mass accelerators . The enemy rounds were on 
target, but quick flashes of hexagonal-yellow near the impact sites 
signified that they were deflected by the UNSC ship's shields. 

Another full broadside from the guns of the _Yorktown _and _Dresden_ 
finished off the Cerberus ship's barriers, the few rounds that got 
through shearing into their hulls or creating large craters on their 
armor . 

Wounded, the two Cerberus ships let loose a torrent of disruptor 
torpedoes along accompanied by another salvo of mass accelerator 
fire. The slow moving missiles were no match for the UNSC ship's AI 
controlled point-defense cannons and lasers however, and the Cerberus 
mass accelerator rounds were once again blocked by the cruisers' 
strong shields. The _Yorktown _and _Dresden _responded by launching a 
missile salvo of their own, followed shortly by a final broadside. 

Now left barrier-less, the two Cerberus ships were left to the mercy 
of the UNSC ordinance. The broadside Mini-MACs lanced huge tears 
clean through the ships and heavy deck gun rounds blew apart armor 
and hull. A couple of seconds later the missiles finished what was 
left of the Cerberus ships, reducing the already dying hulks to small 
pieces of space debris. 

"Commander Carter, the fleet has taken care of those two Cerberus 
ships, air support and reinforcements are inbound, " notified 
Cortana . 

"_Copy Cortana !"_ acknowledged Carter. _"Alright Spartans, that's our 
signal! Fourth Platoon, close the pincer! Second, Third, Niger drop 
the hammer! Let's show 'em what we're really capable of!"_ 

Linda was the first Spartan on the flanks to fire, the lighting-like 
_crack_ of her Heavy ACS following only a split-second after the 
electric blue hardlight round took the head off of a Cerberus sniper. 
The other Spartans on the flanks followed her example, sending a rain 
of lead and hardlight projectiles knifing into the Cerberus 
formations exposed sides. 

The effect was immediate, the Cerberus advance stopped dead in its 
tracks as troopers started to realize that their comrades were 
falling all around them. The Centurion squad leaders that didn't fall 
during the initial barrage noticed that their flanks had been 
compromised and tried to muster their troops to face the new threat, 
but it would be to no avail. Second and Third Platoons opened up with 
the totality of their arsenal, sending decimating and extremely 
accurate volleys of small arms fire, rockets, sniper rounds, railgun 
shots, and grenades into the Cerberus formation. 

Disposing of their camouflage netting, Niger Platoon lumbered from 
their hiding place and joined into the attack as well, focusing their 
20mm heavy machine guns and surf ace-to-surf ace missiles on the 
Cerberus Atlases. Though outnumbered four-to-six Niger Platoon was 
able to get off the first salvo due to the element of surprise, and 



had infantry support in the form of several well-placed rockets and 
Spartan Lasers. In one case, after a flurry of missiles took down one 
Atlas' shielding the mech was suddenly rendered harmless by an 
electric blue hardlight round that penetrated the cockpit and blew 
the head off of the Cerberus pilot. 

Lacking coordination and extremely outclassed the Cerberus force 
withered under the Spartan's counterattack . Unshielded Assault 
Troopers fell like flies as rifle rounds shattered their armor, even 
the shielded and more heavily armored Centurions were no match for 
combined fire or heavy weapons. The enormous 

polycrystalline-composite shields carried by the Cerberus Guardians 
might as well have been tissue paper, as precisely aimed shots 
entered into their helmet visors through their shield's vision slots 
or armor-piercing sniper rounds passed right through them into their 
insufficient and unshielded armor. 

Cerberus Engineers attempted to lay down turrets to provide some sort 
of suppressive fire, but with how exposed they were they were quickly 
marked as priority targets by Cortana and subsequently picked off. 
Amidst the crit ically-damaged whines and rippling detonations that 
signaled the deaths of some of first Atlas mechs, Cerberus snipers 
tried to get a bead to counter-snipe who was sniping them but they 
might as well have been trying to breathe in space. Linda, Jun, and 
other deadly accurate Spartan marksmen made quick work of them. 

The last remnants of the Cerberus force tried to clump together 
against the UNSC onslaught, but that quickly proved to be their 
downfall as a wave of high-explosive heavy cannon rounds crashed 
through the Atrium's glass ceiling and enveloped the remaining 
troopers . 

As the smoke cloud cleared Chief lowered his ACS as he saw that there 
were no survivors and looked skyward, seeing several Pelican gunships 
hovering over the battlefield. He looked towards the landing pads 
through the blown out walls and doors and saw regular troop-carrier 
Pelicans landing and depositing squads of Marines which fanned out 
and secured the landing zones. 

"Palmer, bring out the delegates. Quickly," ordered Carter. "Second 
and Third Platoons, form a corridor for the delegates. Fourth 
Platoon, check for any Cerberus survivors and intact 
tech . " 

"Delegates coming out Commander," notified Palmer. 

First Platoon quickly jogged out of the Delegation Hall, two or three 
Spartans staying close to each delegate. Lasky could be seen near the 
middle of the group, surrounded on all sides by an entire squad of 
Spartans and Palmer herself. The UNSC Admiral had a hand to his ear, 
no doubt communicat ing with the fleet through the headset that he was 
given . 

As First Platoon safely reached the landing pads Lasky motioned 
towards a Marine Captain. 

"Captain, there are wounded back in the delegation hall. Have some of 
you men go get them and evac them to the closest ship, " ordered 
Lasky . 



"Right away Admiral, " replied the Captain, motioning for some Marines 
to follow him. 

Councilor Valern stopped besides Lasky, peering through their 
respective Spartan bodyguard/shields to meet his eyes. 

"Your troops certainly did a number on Cerberus, " said Valern, having 
walked through the carnage the Atrium was just witness to a couple of 
minutes prior. "What now?" 

"First, we get everyone evacuated to the _Infinity_. Right now it's 
the safest place in Citadel space. Second, now that their ships are 
destroyed and thus, their escape routes, we're going to clear the 
station of these Cerberus bastards. 

"'We' Admiral?" asked Palmer, "The UNSC?" 

Lasky looked at Valern, saying, "You all said yourself that C-SEC was 
in shambles, and the Citadel Defense Fleet _still_ hasn't recovered 
from the Cerberus EMP blast. We have the vessels on station, we have 
the coordination, we have the manpower. The UNSC can lock the Citadel 
down and take care of what's left of Cerberus. Councilor, lives are 
being lost as we speak. Let us secure the station." 

Valern nodded his head. "Do whatever you have to do Admiral. The 
citizens of the Citadel will be in your debt." 

Lasky nodded as well, saying, "I'll see you on the _Infinity 
_short ly . " 

"Councilor, your transport is here," said one of Valern 's Spartan 
guards, and they ushered him towards the landing pads where other 
delegates were beginning to board the Pelicans that would usher them 
to the _Infinity_. 

"Palmer, get Blue Team over here. Cortana, Roland, Venus, are you 
listening?" asked Lasky to the fleet's three smart-AI's. 

When they all responded in the positive, Lasky continued with, 
"Alright. Citadel forces are currently unable to protect their 
civilians and eliminate the Cerberus presence on the station, so it 
falls to us to get rid of them. I'm authorizing a full-force 
deployment: Spartans, ODSTs, Marines, air and orbital support, light 
and heavy vehicle drops, the whole nine yards. This is going to be 
one of the largest ops we've ever done so I'm going to assign you 
each to different aspects of the op." 

"Roland, I want you in charge of troop and vehicle deployments, as 
well as the coordinating the fleet. Once the Citadel fleet is up and 
running begin coordinating with them as well. I want firm control of 
every ship, shuttle and fighter from here to the Mass Relay. Get our 
men and women were they need to be, when they need to be there and 
make sure our ships are available to provide fire support if 
necessary. Venus, take control of our air assets. I want _absolute_ 
air superiority. Direct our fighter squadrons to take out the 
remaining Cerberus aircraft, have our gunship wings giving close 
air-support to our ground elements, and arrange transport for 
Roland's troops onto and around the Citadel." 


"Cortana, since you've embedded yourself into the Citadel's primary 



systems you're the keystone of this op. You know where the Cerberus 
troops are, and that's what's most important. I want you to get 
station communicat ions back online and try to regroup C-SEC. I want 
Spartan teams serving as hunter-killer units searching for the 
Cerberus remnants, ODST ' s dropping into hot areas to rescue 
endangered civilians and Citadel Security or military personnel, and 
the Marines to establish evacuation centers for those previously 
mentioned to evacuate to. I want those centers air-tight too, drop 
some whole firebases if you have too. See about organizing 
evacuations for citizens outside the edges of combat zones as well, 
just in case, and try to keep those in unaffected areas from 
panicking . " 

"This op's going to have a lot of moving parts, and I'm trusting all 
of you to run it smoothly. We can't have any mistakes, there needs to 
be total cooperation and coordination. Understand?" 

"Yes Admiral." 

"Yes sir." 

"We'll get it done," said Cortana. "Roland, Venus, I'm sending 
combat, retrieval, and evacuation assignments to you now. 

"Roger Cortana, deploying troops, " replied Roland. 

"Lasky, let's get you back to the _Infinity_, " urged Palmer, to which 
Lasky nodded. As his surrounding Spartans guided him to a waiting 
Pelican, Lasky saw as Commander Shepard and his Krogan companion 
waved off their own Spartan escorts as they motioned towards a 
Pelican . 

"Commander Shepard, are you not coming to the _Infinity_?" asked 
Lasky . 

"No," Shepard said, shaking his head. "I've got my crew on the way 
right now, we're going to see if we can't boot Cerberus out of C-Sec 
headquarters and restore some semblance of working communicat ion and 
coordination systems." 

"Good idea Commander, I'll see what my people can do to help you 
out," said Lasky. 

Out of the corner of his eye Lasky saw the armored figures of the 
Spartan-II's of Blue Team, notably taller than the other Spartan-IV's 
around . 

"Admiral, you wanted us?" said the Master Chief. 

"Yes. Spartans, I have a special mission for you," started Lasky. "We 
managed to disable one of Cerberus ships, took out its engines but 
left the rest of the ship intact. Force Recon Marines are already on 
the way to force a breach and establish a beachhead for 
you . " 

"What's our objective sir?" asked Fred. 

"Once you're aboard the ship get Cortana into their systems so she 
can go hunting for intelligence. Then fight or infiltrate your way to 
the bridge and see if you can't capture the Captain, the 



Second-in-Command, whoever might be important and bring them in for 
interrogation. Venus, do you have transport for Blue Team?" 

"Pelican is coming in now sir," replied the AT, and Lasky looked 
towards the sky to see one Pelican approaching the landing pads 
amidst the wave of Pelicans leaving the pads, either taking delegates 
back to the _Infinity_ or ferrying Spartan-IV teams to their new 
search-and-destroy assignments across the Citadel. 

Lasky took a quick look back towards the Atrium, looking at the 
bloody, charred, and dismembered bodies of the Cerberus assault force 
whose goal it was to probably kill him. "Lets go." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"a€l ila? Meila? Can you hear me? Meila, wake up."<p> 

She awoke with a start, the first thing her eyes saw being the still, 
bloody face of a bearded human a couple of feet away from hers. Meila 
jumped in fear, scrambling away from the dead man from her face-down 
position until she felt her back press up against something 
hard . 

Her mind was racing, but she immediately thought of one thing. _My 
daughter, where's my daughter_? 

"Ari ! Ariela!" she called, eyes darting across the scene of carnage 
laid out in front of her. The bodies of Humans, Salarians, Turians, 
and other Asari littered the floor of the restaurant along with the 
shattered remains of chairs, tables and dining-ware. 

They had been out to eat in a restaurant when the soldiers attacked, 
shooting without reason or mercy into the crowd of patrons. The last 
thing she remembered was trying to tackle her daughter out of her 
chair onto the ground, then feeling a sharp pain in both her lower 
chest and upper leg. 

"Your daughter is okay Meila, " a voice, not one that she 
recognized. . 

"I'm over here Mommy," came the quite, shaking voice of a small 
girl . 

Meila 's head darted towards the sound of her daughter, who she saw 
was huddled behind a table-cloth covered overturned table, legs 
clutched tightly to her chest. 

"It's alright, the soldiers are gone. You're safe for now," said the 
voice that seemed to be coming from the ceiling. It was feminine and 
reassuring, but Meila still didn't know who it was. 

"Come here Ariela, " said Meila, and her daughter quickly came to her 
side. "Are you okay?" 

"I'm okay Mommy, but you're not. You're hurt," she said, pointing to 
the dark purple-blue splotches of blood on her dress. 

"You were shot Meila, by the soldiers who attacked the restaurant. 
Once in the chest and again in the leg. Judging by your vital signs 
and the fact that you woke up again, luckily neither of those shots 



were fatal," said the voice from the ceiling. 

"Is this Avina?" asked Meila, confused. 

"No, I'm not Avina. My name is Cortana, and I'm here to help you," 
responded the voice. 

"Cortana? How can you see me then? How do you know my name?" 

"I'm plugged into the camera system of the restaurant, and I know 
your name based off of your biometric scans." 

"Plugged in? Are you a VI then?" asked Meila. 

"Well I'm a little more advanced than the average VI you're used to, 
but that just means I'll be able to get you to safety all the 
better," said Cortana reassuringly. "Meila, you're still bleeding. 

You and Ari are going to have to move, but we have to treat your 
wounds first. I need you to check something for me, can you reach 
behind you and feel for an exit wound?" 

"Sure, " said Meila, her lips tightening as she felt a bit of pain 
reaching behind her back. She winced in barely suppressed horror as 
her fingers touched the edges of a small hole, and she told Cortana, 
"Yeah, there's an exit wound." She fought to keep her panic 
down . 

"What about your leg?" asked Cortana. 

Meila quickly checked, her fingered coming away with blood once 
again. "There too." 

"Unfortunately all the medi-gel medpacks in and around the restaurant 
were taken in the attack. But we do have other morea€l_low tech_ 
options." replied Cortana. "Ariela, could you help your mother? Could 
you try and find four cloth napkins?" 

"Okay, I'll look," said the Asari girl hesitatingly. 

"Meila, you're going to need something to fasten those napkins around 
your leg and chest. A belt would do it."' 

"But I don't have a belt," said Meila. 

"I know, but those two Human men a couple of meters to your left 

do. " 

"But they'reaCl" 

"Yes, they are. But you need those belts," said Cortana. 

"Are they all?" 

"Yes. You and your daughter are the only survivors." 

Meila gulped because she knew Cortana was right, and then frowned as 
she shuffled over to the two dead Humans. 

"I'm sorry," she said quietly as she removed both of their 
belts . 



"Ariela, bring those napkins over to your mother, " said Cortana, 
which she did. 

"Thank you Ari, " said Meila, taking one of the napkins and folding 
it, then pressing it to one of her leg wounds. She did the same with 
her other leg wound as well, and then using one of the belts fastened 
both napkins, already showing the smallest hints of bleeding through, 
in place. 

"I need you to help me on this one Ari, could you fold one of your 
napkins and put it on my back?" 

"Okay Mommy," she said, doing what her mother asked of her. Meila put 
a napkin on her front chest wound then with the help of Ari fastened 
the other belt into place. 

"Can you stand?" asked Cortana. 

Meila slowly and shakily got to her feet, leaning on her daughter to 
keep weight off of her injured leg. 

Ariela, looking at all the bodies in the room, asked "Why did this 
happen Mommy?" 

Meila just shook her head, still in some kind of shock from the 
senseless murders. "I don't know sweetheart." Looking towards the 
ceiling, she asked, "Do you know Cortana? Who did this?" 

"Yes. A terrorist group called Cerberus. They're attacking the entire 
station . " 

"The whole Citadel? By the GoddessaCl" gasped Miela. "Where is C-Sec? 
Are they doing anything to stop this horror?" 

"The situation is being handled, I promise. But right now, we've got 
to get you and your daughter to an evacuation center. It won't be 
safe here for long," said Cortana. 

"Okay, well how do we get to this 'evacuation center'?" 

"I'll guide you. Near the back of the restaurant there's a 
maintenance hallway. I'm flashing the ceiling light above it" 

"I see it," said Meila, guiding her and Ariela at her side over to 
the wall. Cortana opened up the shaft, an entryway sliding open from 
the seams in the wall. 

"Go straight all the way down the corridor until you reach the other 
side. You'll emerge in an apartment complex hallway, make a left 
right when you do." 

The two Asari did as Cortana instructed, stepping out of the 
maintenance shaft into the apartment block hallway. It was deathly 
quiet, and the doors to rooms had been left open. A few articles of 
clothing and other random items like a briefcase or a drinking 
thermos could be seen strewn on the floor. 

"It's so quiteaC 1 " said Meila, "Where is everyone?" 



"They were evacuated. They had to be very quickly too, as Cerberus 
was only a couple of minutes away from attacking the complex." 

"Well what happened to Cerberus? Shouldn't they still be here?" 

"No. They were eliminated following the evacuation of this complex," 
answered Cortana. "Now make a right into this clinicaCl" 

Meila and Ariela followed Cortana 's directions for another few 
minutes unit they reached a toy store which was miraculously 
untouched . 

"Now where?" asked Meila. 

"Okay, now you're going toa€ 1 waitaC 1 Meila! Janitor closet in the 
corner, 9 o' clock! Get inside now!" 

A pang of fear shot throughout Meila 's body. Cortana had been very 
calm the entire time she had been guiding them and her sudden raised 
voice and urgent tone made Meila very scared. A surge of adrenaline 
negated the pain she was feeling from her leg wound and Meila picked 
up Ariela, sprinting towards the closet Cortana had specified. She 
palmed the small door's release hologram and backed her and Ariela 
into the closet amidst the brooms, mops, and cleaning robots inside 
the closet, the door closing quickly behind them. 

A couple of seconds later Meila could hear another door open, and the 
sounds of heavy boots on the metal floor of the store. 

"Where's Third Squad? This is the rendezvous point, they should be 
here," said a very deep, raspy, nearly mechanical male voice. It sent 
shivers down Meila 's spine. 

"They'll be here, just give them a minute." Another male voice, a 
slightly higher tone than the first, yet with similar 
inflections . 

"I'll radio them," said yet another voice, a broken female one this 
time. Echo-3, this is Echo-2, come ina€ 1 . Echo-3, this is Echo-2, 
come ina€ 1 . nothing." 

"I say we just forget about them and radio Echo-1 to move up and meet 
with us as we're clearing the first apartment - wait, hold ona€ 1 . do 
you see that?" 

"See what?" 

"That door over there, the activation hologram is blinking." 

"What do you think, is someone in there?" 

"Let's find out." 

Meila heard the sounds of rifles being ready and had to suppress a 
cry of terror, instead just clamping her hand hard down on Ariela 's 
mouth. She heard heavy bootsteps approaching closer and closer, it 
was only a matter of time before they would meet their end. Meila 
closed her eyesa€ 1 

a€ 1 A door slid open followed by an immediate explosion and a 



subsequent hail of gunfire. Meila gasped, but a split-second later 
when she found out that she was still alive and it hadn't been 
_their_ door that had opened she opened her eyes in 
surprise . 

Another voice spoke out, right outside of the door to the closet. It 
was also male, but much more human sounding. "Miss T'aela? You can 
come out now, it's safe." 

Meila was unsure, but then she heard Cortana say, "It's okay Meila, 
they ' re with me . " 

That convinced the Asari, and she palmed the door release. As it 
opened she saw five humanoid figures in bulky blue armor standing 
around the dead bodies of two Cerberus Assault Troopers and a 
Sniper . 

"That was the last of Cerberus in the area, good work Majestic, " said 
Cortana. "Take a rest, drink some water. I'll have a new assignment 
for you soon . " 

"Roger Cortana," said one of the soldiers, "Alright Majestic, let's 
air out for a bit. Thorne, see what you can do for Miss T'aela. 

At that the five soldiers took off their varying helmets, revealing 
the faces of four human males, three white, one black, and one 
orange-haired female. One of the men with buzzed black approached 
Meila with a friendly smile. 

"Miss T'aela, I'm Spartan Thorne. Cortana told me about your 
injuries, I'm a medic and I can help." 

"Please, call me Meila, " she said. 

"Okay, Meila. Can I get you to sit down?" said Thorne, and Meila 
nodded, making her way to the ground with the help of Thorne and her 
daughter . 

As Thorne withdrew some medical supplies from compartments in his 
armor, he looked towards Meila 's daughter. "And what's your name?" he 
asked . 

"Ariela, but most people just call me Ari, " she replied. 

"Ariela, that's a pretty name," said Thorne, causing the Asari girl 
to smile. "How old are you?" 

"I'm eight, thank you," said Ariela, putting her hands on her hips 
and puffing out her chest in a sense of pride. 

"Now I'll admit I'm not exactly an expert, but isn't that pretty 
young for an Asari?" said Thorne, a corner of his mouth upturned in a 
smirk . 

"With youth comes vitality!" said Ari, "At least that's what my Mommy 
tells me to say whenever someone says I'm young. 

Thorne chuckled at the Asari girl, undoing the belts holding the now 
blood-soaked napkins to Meila thigh. He lifted up a small metal 
cylinder with a blue-tipped nozzle and said, "This is called Biofoam. 



It's a foam that is going to seal the wounds in your legs and stop 
the bleeding. You're going to feel a bit of uncomfortableness, but 
mostly it's just going to be pretty cold. Ready?" 

Meila nodded, and Thorne injected the biofoam into the first wound. 
The Asari bit her lip as she felt the numbingly-cold sensation spread 
throughout her thigh, but otherwise the biofoam application wasn't a 
problem. After filling the wound on the opposite side of her thigh, 
Thorne withdrew some bandages from his armor and wrapped her 
leg . 

"Okay, now time for your chest," said Thorne. As he went to work, 
Meila saw as the other soldiers snacked on a small bar of some sort 
or sipped water from a small tube coming up from their suit's 
neck . 

"Who exactly are you?" asked Meila, curious to know more about her 
saviors . 

"We're Spartans, part of the UNSC, " answered Thorne as he injected 
Biofoam into the first of Meila 's chest wounds. 

"UNSC. I've heard about you from some Systems Alliance friends of 
mineaC 1 So is it true? Are you going to help fight the Reapers?" 
asked Meila. 

Thorne shrugged, saying "I'm just an infantryman miss, I don't have 
those answers yet. There we go, all done. You'll be okay, but we're 
going to get you to one of our doctors once we get you back to an 
evac center just to make sure." He had just finished wrapping a 
bandage around Meila 's chest, and asked "Have you had any trouble 
walking because of your leg?" 

"Yes, I can't put a lot of pressure on it," said Meila. 

"Well don't worry, I can help with that," said Thorne. He helped 
Meila stand before pulling another device from his armor. Thorne 
unfolded it, revealing its shape to be similar to a very thin, 
skeletal leg. "An exo-skeletal leg, it'll take the weight off of your 
actual leg and help you walk easier." 

He attached it to Meila 's wounded leg and at the press of a button on 
the 'joint' it activated with a small whir. "Try it now." 

Meila took a tentative step and was surprised when she felt no pain 
in her leg. "Wow. Devices like this are extremely expensive in our 
medical market." 

"They're just as commonplace now as bandages are for us now," said 
Thorne . 

"Majestic, I have new orders for you," said Cortana over the store's 
intercom system. "A squad of ODST ' s just dropped in a short distance 
away, they'll make sure Meila and her daughter get to an evac zone as 
well as a few other stragglers I managed to lead out of harms way. 
There's a Pelican on the way to take you to rendezvous with Fireteams 
Jade, Castle, and Opal. You're going to help break the back of a 
Cerberus Assault on the Zakera Ward evacuation center." 

"Copy Cortana. Suit up everyone," ordered squad leader Demarco, 



sliding his helmet over his head. 

As Thorne was putting on his helmet he noticed Ariela gazing at a 
Volus plushie doll on a high shelf. The Spartan reached up and 
grabbed the plushie, handing it to Ariela. 

"Here ya go Ari, " he said, "Courtesy of the UNSC Spartan 
Corps . " 

"Thank you Spartan Thorne, " said Meila with heartfelt gratitude, "My 
daughter and I owe you our lives." 

Thorne patted the top of his helmet to make sure it was secure, then 
nodded at Meila in acknowledgement. "Just doing our job 
ma ' am . " 

"Let's move out Majestic," said Demarco. "Come on Thorne." 

As Fireteam Majestic left and the squad of ODST ' s arrived shortly 
after to get Meila and her daughter to safety, Cortana let out what 
accounted to a digital sigh of relief from her relative 'position' in 
the heart of the Citadel's systems. 

Meila and Ariela 's story was only one of thousands occurring all 
across the Citadel. She was giving calm and individually detailed 
instructions on how to get to safety to stranded, endangered, or just 
plain scared Turians, Salarians, Humans, Asari, everyone. When fires 
raged out of control on Zakara ward Cortana rebooted the fire 
suppression system and then summoned EMS . When EMS personnel 
responded and found themselves taking fire from Cerberus forces, 
Cortana rounded up, organized and sent in a C-SEC platoon to clear 
them out. Whether it was telling panicking civilians to lock their 
doors and stay in their homes or having them zig-zag around searching 
Cerberus kill-squads until UNSC forces could get to them. 

Cortana was _everywhere_, she could see through every security 
camera, hear and see through every speaker system, and take detailed 
measurements through every sensor. In sections that had power she 
knew exactly where Cerberus was, what they were doing, and where they 
were going. As such, she knew exactly which civilians to evacuate and 
to where, and if more direct intervention was needed, where to direct 
Spartan hunter-killer teams, ODST search-and-rescue squads, close air 
support, and even small-scale orbital strikes from the fleet 
above . 

With _three _smart AI ' s strategizing, coordinating, and executing 
their plans with seamless cooperation and nearly instant speed, 
Cerberus really didn't stand a chance, they just didn't know it yet. 
Most of the smaller pockets of Cerberus troops had already been 
eliminated by roving Spartan Eireteams, it was really only the large 
groupings of more coordinated and capable Cerberus forces that would 
take the UNSC more time to eliminate. 

Nevertheless Cortana knew without a doubt that it was only a matter 
of time until the Citadel, at least for a few hours, would have some 
new owners: The United Nations Space Command. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Hope you all enjoyed Part I of the Battle for the 



Citadel! Part II will be even more act ion-packed than this one, so 
get ready ! <strong> 

**Also, here's that announcement I was talking about. If you have 
either Mass Effect 3 for the PC or Battlefield 4 for the Xbox One (or 
both) , and want to play some multiplayer with me, feel free to PM me 
and we'll see if we can't work something out. Might be fun!** 

**As always, don't forget to review!** 


16. Chapter 16: Battle for the Citadel Pt II 

**Author's Note: Hey everyone, next chapter! Here's the second 
installment of the Battle for the Citadel, ended up being longer than 
I thought it would be (I feel like I say this every chapter), so 
sorry for the wait if some of you were expecting it a bit sooner. Not 
much else to say here, so on to the story!** 

**As always, special thanks to my Beta JonHarper and my lovely 
girlfriend, who I wish to a Happy Valentines 
Day ! ** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 16: Battle for the Citadel Pt . 

I Kstrong> 

**Pelican En Route to Disabled Cerberus Erigate** 

"Didn't even know we had Eorce Recon with us," said Ered. 

"Well the _Infinity_ herself didn't, but two Battalions worth came 
spread out amongst Battlegroup Yorktown, " informed Cortana. 

"Two whole Battalions? That many?" asked Linda, surprised. 

"_Sixty seconds, notified their pilot over the 
intercom . 

"Skyheit's _Yorktown_ is one of the main deployment locations for 
most Eorce Recon, so it makes sense," said Cortana. "I've just got 
word, they've breached into the hangar bay. Two Platoons are already 
onboard, with more waiting in support." 

"What do we know about the Marines already there? Who's in charge? 

Can we trust them to hold the hangar?" asked Chief. 

"C Company of Second battalion is establishing the beachhead, led by 
a Captain Miller. Tough, smart guy, he and most of his Company are 
veterans of the second half of the Covenant War. And Eorce Recon live 
for this kind of high-risk, high-reward stuff anyways." 

There were a few seconds of near silence, the only sounds being the 
soft _whooshes_ as Ered twirled and spun one of his knives through 
the air of the troop bay. "What's to keep Cerberus from just blowing 



up their own ship if they figure out what we're up to?" he 
asked . 


"Well," started Cortana, "Although we don't know much concerning the 
schematics of their ship, we think that the salvo from the _Yorktown_ 
that took out their engines also disabled their reactor." 

"Proof?" asked Linda. 

"All forms of weapons fire ceased abruptly along with their running 
lights. Also, even with their engines disabled they could still move 
with maneuvering thrusters that we saw active during the battle, but 
we're seeing no evidence of them using those now." 

"Could they have a secondary reactor?" asked Chief. 

"Almost definitely, our ships that size do," answered the AI . 

"One that has enough power capabilities to facilitate a 
self-destruct ? " 

"Perhaps . " 

"That we're going to have to be quick," said Chief. "That means quiet 
too, we won't have time do get bogged down in lengthy 
engagements . " 

"_Thirty seconds . 

"Gear check, " ordered Chief, and the Spartans spent the next several 
seconds visually checking over their weapons and armor for any faults 
while Cortana performed various systems diagnostics of their 
individual MJOLNIR's, displaying the results in their 
HUD ' s . 

"Everyone good?" asked Chief, receiving three green dot flashes in 
response . 

"_Ten seconds, be advised the LZ is hot . 

Blue Team congregated near the door to the Pelican's troop bay, and 
as they felt the craft decelerate the floor shook as a long burst 
from the 30mm chin gun was let loose. 

With a thump the Pelican set down on the ground, extending struts 
that absorbed the shock of the landing and the troop bay quickly fell 
open. Blue Team activated their active camouflage and rushed out, 
performing a U-turn as the dropship had its bay facing the hangar's 
atmospheric containment field. 

The Spartan-II's turned around right into a large firefight between 
the Force Recon Marines and the Cerberus defenders. Chief quickly 
surveyed the scene. 

The Force Recon marines, about a hundred of them, had set up 
defensive positions in-between and around the six Pelicans that had 
brought them here, using deployable hard-light shields and 
appropriated Cerberus crates or other equipment as cover as well. 
Dressed in the SPI-II armor that had been issued to all 
higher-echelon non-Spartan UNSC soldiers, the individual soldiers 



visually showed up as constantly morphing images that camouflaged 
them with their surroundings, but with Blue Team's enhanced HUD ' s 
they clearly saw their service tags along with solid body 
outlines . 

Smoke and gunfire filled the hangar as the Marines traded fire down 
the fifty or so meter distance towards the other end of the hangar 
and the similarly dug in Cerberus defenders, with a Pelican 
occasionally firing another 30mm burst where enemy condensation was 
heaviest. There were a few Marine bodies lying on the deck that he 
could see, some that were being attended to by Corpsman and some that 
weren ' t . 

Chief found the service tag which designated Captain Miller and led 
Blue Team towards him, the Spartans holding fire as to not give away 
their position. 

Chief saw that Cortana had patched him into Miller's command 
frequency and he said, "Captain Miller, Blue Team reporting." 

Miller ducked back behind his cover after firing a burst from his 
Battle Rifle, spinning his head around and looking at what his visor 
portrayed as Blue Team's service tags due to their camouflage. 

"Good to have you," he said, "Your AI told me we don't have a lot of 
time so here's what we know so far. Cerberus hasn't stopped pouring 
troops through two main entryways at the other end of the hangar so 
getting through to other parts of the ship that way seems dicey. 
However, my men have spotted something that looks like a large grate, 
possibly a part of a maintenance hallway if we're lucky. That's your 
best bet. We brought suppressed weapons as well for you, they're in 
the Pelican right beside us. Take what you need and let me know when 
you're going to make you move, we'll keep their heads 
down . " 

"Affirmative Captain, " said Chief, about to move to the Pelican to 
collect some suppressed weapons when suddenly a loud crack rang out. 

A Marine besides Miller took a powerful round to the chest that sent 
him sprawling backwards, his hexagonal orange hardlight barrier 
shattering with a pronounced hiss having just barely absorbed the 
round . 

Miller reached out his arm and grabbed the downed Marine's arm, 
dragging him closer to cover and out of the line of fire of follow-up 
shots. Chief saw another Marine a few men down the line take careful 
aim with an SRS then let out a quick pair of shots. 

Cortana had switched Chief over to what his HUD said was First 
Squad's comms channel and he heard, "That was a sniper that tagged 
Caparzo, but I got the bastard." 

"Good work Jackson. Caparzo, are you alright?" 

"I'm fine Captain, just a little short of breath, that's all," 
replied the lucky Marine in between some wheezing coughs. 

"Jesus Christ Caparzo, " started Miller, firing another burst in 
Cerberus' direction, "What the hell is it with you and snipers?" 


By this point Blue Team had acquired their suppressed weapons 



putting their ACS to magnetic weapons plates on their backs. Fred and 
Chief had both picked up specialized Battle Rifles with suppressors 
built into the barrel, while Linda had chosen a DMR with the same 
setup. Kelly had opted for a pair of silenced SMGs, and they all had 
replaced their M6 Magnum sidearms for the MGS silenced variations. 
With a passing thought, the Chief grabbed a shotgun lying to the side 
of the suppressed weapons and secured it to the magnetic plates on 
the small of his back along with a small bag of shells that he put 
into an empty compartment on his armor. 

"Captain Miller, we're ready to make our move to the grate," said 
Chief after they had armed up. 

"Roger! Grenadiers, prepare to a€" wait a€" damn, they're bringing in 
a Mech! Pelicans, bring it down!" 

The Hangar floor shook violently as the vibrations from seven 30mm 
chinguns firing at the same time were sent rippling through the 
Pelican's landing struts and into the metal deck. The Atlas Mech that 
had been lumbering through one of the entrances on the far side of 
the hangar didn't stand a chance really, the torrent of heavy 
high-explosive or armor piercing cannon rounds smashing down the 
Atlas's shields in less than a second and proceeding to utterly 
obliterate it. 

As the Atlas exploded, taking out several Cerberus troops that had 
been standing behind and in front of it. Miller repeated his 
interrupted order. "Grenadiers, cover the area with IR smoke!" 

About a dozen Force Recon Marines reached to the small of their back 
and withdrew an M319 Grenade launcher, loading the weapon with a 
specially marked IR smoke grenade from the bandoliers wrapping around 
their chests. They took careful aim, then launched their grenades 
into the no-man's land between Cerberus and them, the grenades 
dispersing large, white clouds of infrared and thermal defeating 
obscuring smoke which would hinder Cerberus' vision long enough for 
Blue Team to access through the grate. 

Taking their que Blue Team quickly sprinted past the Force Recon 
lines and into the white smoke clouds, their Promethean vision and 
Cortana's HUD projected routes guiding them towards the grate. They 
reached it in only a couple of seconds at a full sprint. Chief and 
Kelly taking place on either side of it while Fred and Linda kept 
watch towards the Cerberus side of the Hangar. Chief and Kelly 
grabbed into the metal grate and simultaneously pulled hard, shearing 
the grate from its metal attachments. 

"Into the shaft," said Chief and they quickly filed into the 
maintenance hallway, a tight fit for the heavily armored 
Spartans . 

"Chief, there's a terminal right there! Get me close!" said Cortana, 
highlighting said terminal. Chief did as she asked, allowing the AI 
to interface with with the terminal. 

"What do we have Cortana?" said Chief, inquiring to the data that 
Cortana was now sifting through. 

"I've just defeated their firewalls, so let's seeaC 1 I've got basic 
diagnostics, camera access, door access, schematics, but it appears 



more advanced functions are locked into the bridge systems which are 
physically separated from these auxiliary systems I have access to 
now. I've updated your path to the bridge." 

As Blue Team started moving down the maintenance corridors, Cortana 
continued. "The good news is that I don't believe they can initiate a 
self-destruct with the secondary reactor alone, and the main reactor 
is definitely offline like we thought. There is a large team of 
Engineers working on repairing it though, so that could be subject to 
change . " 

"Do we know anything about the force guarding the bridge?" asked 
Fred . 

"Platoon strength at least, spread throughout the corridors leading 
up to the bridge doors, but I think there's a way to get around them. 
These maintenance shafts lead all throughout the ship and are 
seriously lacking in security. No laser trip-wires, no self-sealing 
denial doors, not even a _single _incinerator . Anyways, I think I've 
found an exit that will drop you into the bridge from above." 

"And when we get into the bridge? What's to stop the Platoon of 
Cerberus soldiers right outside from just storming in?" asked 
Kelly . 

"I don't have door access to the bridge, so I'm still working on 
that," replied Cortana, pausing for a second. "I've got it. If I can 
manage to penetrate into the bridge's systems quick enough I should 
be able to override the door controls and keep Cerberus from getting 
in while you apprehend the Captain and I sift through all of their 
data . " 

"And if you can't?" 

"Well, it _is_ only a PlatoonaCl" 

They were silent the rest of the journey. Blue Team following 
Cortana 's instructions until they ascended a ladder that would put 
them in the ceiling above the bridge. From there they slowed their 
pace to reduce any chance of the bridge members hearing them above, 
moving quietly and deliberately while using their shields as a 
buffers against the various metal conduits and pipes surrounding 
them . 

When they arrived above the sliding ceiling panel that they would 
open to provide their entryway to the bridge Chief asked, "Do they 
know about us down there?" 

"I'm not sure. Cerberus could have no idea, or they could have a 
substantial welcoming party waiting," answered Cortana. 

"Well let's hope it's the former," said Chief. "Kelly, you're in 
first. Find the Captain and incapacitate him, that's your first 
priority. I'll go next, then Fred, then Linda. We'll worry about any 
secondary targets. Kelly, on you." 

Kelly raised her SMG ' s and said, "Do it Cortana." 


Cortana activated the release that caused the ceiling panel to 
retract, and Kelly fell through the hole. Chief followed close 



behind, falling the roughly twenty meters to the bridge deck and 
absorbing the shock in his bending knees. 

The first thing he noticed was a white-and-gold uniformed body lying 
on the floor just in front of the bridge's large central viewport, a 
blood pool surrounding his head and a pistol a short way away from an 
outstretched hand. He immediately knew that Kelly hadn't shot him as 
he hadn't heard a shot and Kelly was too precise to accidently 
deliver a fatal shot from this distance after being given the order 
to incapacitate only. 

The next thing he noticed was Fred dropping down beside him and the 
distinct lack of any other being in the entire bridge. There was no 
one manning the various consoles spread out along the edges of the 
walls, the only other significant figure was that of who Chief 
assumed was the former Captain. 

Weapon raised and eyes searching. Chief stepped towards one of the 
consoles until Cortana said, "That's it, I'm in." 

"Kelly, check the body. Find the cause of death. Fred, Linda, spread 
out and search the room." 

Kelly toed the facedown body of the Cerberus man over, exposing the 
small entry wound of a round through his left temple. "Headshot, 
looks self-inflicted, " she said. 

"The Captain?" asked Chief, hoping Cortana would be able to find 
out . 

"Unfortunately, yes," answered the AI . "We can still sift for data 
howeveraC 1 I've cut off bridge door access and I'm about to start 
delving into encrypted files." 

"Where's the rest of the bridge crew?" asked Fred, his tone wary as 
he confirmed that he could see no other bodies. "Did they 
desert ? " 

"It's quite curious," said Cortana. She then paused, something that 
Chief immediately noticed. "Wait a€" that's not right - Chief! The 
walls! It's a trap!" 

Out of the corner of his eye Chief saw a section of the wall slide 
open and two lithe, lightly armored figures brandishing _swords_ of 
all things flip out of their hidey holes. A quick glance at his 
motion tracker showed six more red dots spread out throughout the 
room, and Chief yelled, "Hostiles!" 

He raised his Battle Rifle and set loose a string of bursts towards 
the leading hostile. The relatively small, feminine figure stopped in 
her tracks and raised a hand as soon as she realized she was taking 
fire, summoning a biotic barrier that deflected the Spartan's rounds. 
Meanwhile the other hostile was able to close the distance and send a 
sweeping horizontal swing towards the Chief's midsection. As Chief 
deftly hopped backwards to avoid the strike he heard Cortana in his 
ear as she gave Blue Team information on the foes they were 
facing . 

"Cerberus elite troops, code-named: Phantoms. They're biotically 
enhanced and those are monomolecular , energy-infused blades they are 



using! Be careful!" 


"Noted, " grunted Chief, ducking under a high swipe aimed at his head. 
Chief wondered why only one of the two Phantoms was pressing the 
attack while the other hung back, then promptly found out when the 
front Phantom flipped away, giving the back Phantom a clear 
line-of-sight . A beam of darkly-colored energy shot out from the back 
Phantom's upraised palm and Chief had no choice but to clench his 
teeth and hope his shields would be able to withstand the hit. 
Cortana, with reflexes infinitely better than even a Spartan had 
already diverted most of his shield strength to the front, and as the 
beam splashed against his chestplate he saw as his energy shield bar 
decrease by about a third. 

Chief knew that he had to at least distract one of these Phantoms if 
he was going to take care of the other. He saw as the front Phantom 
started a powerful vertical swing, and knowing he didn't have much of 
window he quickly reached down to his belt and snapped off an M9 
Fragmentation Grenade, flicking off the pin with his thumb and 
hurling it at the feet of the back Phantom. Knowing he had used his 
time to dodge to throw his grenade Chief rose his Battle Rifle to 
intercept the downwards-travelling sword, not surprised when the 
monomolecular blade cut right through the hard metal in a shower of 
sparks . 

The sacrifice of his weapon had lowered the momentum of the swing 
just enough to buy Chief the room to take half a step back, and the 
tip of the blade passed a few centimeters in front of his visor. His 
Battle Rifle now useless, he instead delivered a jab to the 
midsection of the Phantom with one of the jagged halves of his rifle 
that sent the operative doubling over from the quick, yet very 
powerful, blow. Out of the corner of his eye he saw as his grenade 
detonated and his shields flickered as shrapnel from the blast 
covered the area. He quickly located the Phantom not in front of him, 
who was on a knee recovering from the grenade's explosion, and he 
hurled the other half of his battle rifle to keep her occupied for 
just a second more. 

By this time his immediate Phantom had recovered from Chief's jab and 
hoping to regain the initiative stabbed forwards at the Spartan. The 
move was hasty and ill-timed however, allowing Chief to easily 
side-step the attack and in the process, seal the Phantom's doom. In 
one smooth motion he reached to the small of his back, palmed the 
handgrip of his M45D Shotgun and brought the weapon forwards pointing 
right at the Phantom's midsection. He fired, the 8-Gauge Magnum shell 
releasing a torrent of buck-shot that at this close range demolished 
the Phantom's protective biotic barrier and forced her backwards. 

He pushed the slide of the Shotgun forwards to eject the spent and 
smoking shell then chambered a new one by racking the slide back 
again, aiming again for the Phantom's head. He pulled the trigger, 
the lack of any protective barriers now allowing the 8-Gauge buckshot 
to completely obliterate the Phantom's head into a bloody pulp. 

He turned his attention to the remaining Phantom and as he pointed 
his Shotgun in her direction she lifted her arm and summoned a 
protective biotic sphere around her. Chief methodically pumped the 
remaining four shells from his Shotgun into the barrier, the force of 
each spread of buckshot not breaking the biotic sphere but forcing 
the Phantom to move backwards towards the wall from which she jumped 



out of. The Spartan advanced forwards with each shot as well and when 
he had expended the rest of his rounds he delivered a viciously 
powerful kick to the biotic barrier that Chief knew through 
experience had enough force to crush a standard Elite's chest through 
even his shields and armor. 

The blow broke the Phantom's biotic barrier and slammer her against 
the wall a couple of feet behind her and Chief rushed forwards, 
taking his left hand off of his shotgun and activating his left 
gauntlet's hard-light melee blade. With a punch aimed at the 
Phantom's lower abdomen Chief pierced through the Phantom's primary 
body-hugging biotic barrier, the foot long hard-light blade knifing 
through the Cerberus operative's gut and embedding in the wall behind 
her . 

The Phantom's guttural scream of pain was short-lived as Chief 
violently swung his arm up in an uppercut, resulting in the 
hard-light blade eviscerating the Phantom's body above the stomach 
nearly completely vertically. His two attackers now dead. Chief 
deactivated his hard-light blade and withdrew the bag of shotgun 
shells from his armor, quickly setting out to reload the weapon while 
he looked to see how the other members of Blue Team were 
fairing . 

Fred seemed to have things under control, with him being in the 
process of parrying a Phantom's sword arm with two crossed knives 
while her comrade lay writhing on the floor in her death throes, 
blood spurting out from a deep cut across the throat. Kelly had 
dispatched one of her attackers as well. Chief could see the bullet 
wounds from a couple of dozen SMG rounds, and was now in the process 
of deftly dodging every single attack her remaining Phantom swung at 
her while quickly battering down her biotic barrier with 
lightning-quick jabs of her own, waiting for the opportunity to fill 
the Phantom with lead. 

Linda however, was in a bit of trouble. Neither her DMR nor her 
lengthy ACS-H were suited for this kind of face-paced, close-quarters 
combat so she was trying to fight both Phantoms with a pistol and a 
hard-light gauntlet blade. Against one Phantom Linda would have had 
no problem, but because there were two she was being very hard 
pressed to counterattack and even dodge. In Chief's HUD he saw that 
Linda's energy shield level was dangerously low, likely brought there 
by glancing blows from swords that still transmitted their electrical 
energy or by shots from the Phantom's palm blasters. 

His six shell reload complete. Chief racked the slide and sent a shot 
at one of the Phantoms on Linda in an attempt to gain the operative's 
attention and take the pressure of the beleaguered Spartan. The 
distraction worked, the buckshot pellets not doing significant damage 
to the Phantom's biotic barrier at this range, but she turned to face 
Chief nonetheless. 

The Phantom began taking shots at Chief with her palm blaster and as 
the Spartan returned fire with his shotgun Linda pressed the attack 
on the other Phantom. Through she was arguably the best long-range 
specialist in the entirety of the UNSC Linda, like all Spartans, was 
still extremely proficient in close-quarters combat. After dodging a 
quick flurry of strikes from the Phantom Linda delivered a powerful 
slash with her hard-light blade across her opponent's midsection that 
depleted her biotic barrier, then finished her off with two quick 



shots to her head followed by one to the chest. 


Meanwhile, Fred and Kelly had dispatched their last Phantoms and 
turned their attention to the final remaining Phantom, the combined 
fire of Chief, Fred, and Kelly quickly overwhelming the Phantom's 
barriers and filling her body with UNSC lead. Their ambushers 
eliminated, Linda looked at Chief and gave a slight nod while she 
reloaded her pistol, a subtle yet grateful thanks for the 
assistance . 

The resounding silence that followed the end of the quick skirmish 
barely had time to settle before loud claxons and bright red and 
yellow alarm lights started going off throughout the 
bridge . 

"Cortana, what's happening?" asked Chief, reloading his shotgun with 
the last of the shells from the bag. 

"The clever bastards, they weren't trying to get the main reactor 
running again, they were just trying to destabilize it enough to 
trigger a self-destruct sequence!" said the AT. 

"Back to the Pelicans?" asked Fred. 

"No, that will take too long. The reactor is cooking off as we speak 
we need to get out _now_, " said Cortana, her tone urgent. 

Chief thought quickly, his eyes shooting towards the bridge's large 
viewport. "Fred, C12 on the viewport, we're going EVA. Suit 
check ! " 

Chief was relieved when he saw three green dots in response, he would 
never forget how their fellow Spartan-II Sam had sacrificed himself 
after his armor was compromised during the mission to destroy the 
Covenant Frigate above Chi Cheta all those years ago. 

As Fred withdrew the plastic explosives that he always carrier on 
missions from compartments on his armor Chief asked, "What about the 
data? Can you get all of it?" 

"No, there's not enough time. I have gotten a substantial amount 
though . " 

"And Miller and his Marines?" 

"They're finishing loading into the Pelican's now." 

"Charges planted, " said Fred, having stuck enough blocks of C12 to 
ensure that the viewport would be destroyed. 

"Spartans, on me. Z-3 formation," called Chief, standing a 
significant distance away from the viewport. The rest of Blue Team 
joined him, getting in close and grasping each other's forearms 
tightly. They locked their arm armor so that their grip was true, as 
they would use the force of the vacuum of space sucking the air out 
of the bridge as a means to launch themselves out of the bridge and 
away from the doomed ship. 

Fred activated the C12 and the viewport exploded in a cloud of fire 
which was almost instantly put out as the vacuum of space sucked out 



the now exposed bridge atmosphere and along with it. Blue Team. The 
interlocked Spartans shot out through the shattered viewport and away 
from the ship, their overlapped energy shields protecting them from 
any debris that hit them. As the Spartans began to spin around in 
zero-G Chief could see the Cerberus ship and the highlighted Pelicans 
flying away from it. After about another second a small blue-white 
sun engulfed the back half of the ship and sent a series of rippling 
explosions through the rest of the hull that shook the Cerberus 
Frigate apart . 

"Blue Team to Ops Control, mission accomplished . We are currently EVA 
and are requesting orbital pickup. Activating search-and-rescue 
beacons now," said Chief, letting out a deep sigh. "Cortana, find 
anything interesting?" 

"Interesting, certainly. I've got the locations of some Cerberus 
research laboratories and military bases, a couple of plans for 
future attacks, small-scale personnel listsaCl but here's the kicker. 
That biotic woman that attacked you when we first arrived on the 
Citadel? I've found out her identityaCl she used to work with 
Shepard . " 
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><p><strong>Presidium, Great Hall Landing Pads<strong> 

The efficiency and coordination of the UNSC absolutely astounded 
Shepard . 

In the time it had taken for Shepard to get the word out to the 
_Normandy_, get his crew back to the ship, have everyone arm and 
armor up, get Viper and Viper-Heavy out of the shuttle bay and headed 
towards the Presidium, the UNSC had managed to set up a full-fledged 
evacuation center/medical base/fortress/staging ground that now 
filled up the Landing Pads and the Grand Atrium that lay beyond them. 
Although it irked Shepard to admit it, it was highly unlikely the 
Alliance could match this scale of coordination and efficiency. That 
should have upset him more than it did but right now he pushed it 
aside to focus on the task at hand, as he always did. 

After the main Cerberus attack had been eliminated a swarm of 
dropships had come and whisked away the Spartans, followed nearly 
immediately after by another swarm of dropships that delivered what 
he guessed was about a company of Marines to take their place. Then, 
yet _another_ swarm of Pelicans had come in bearing defense equipment 
such as deployable fortifications, stationary anti-aircraft guns, 
portable shield-dome generators that now covered the Landing Pads, 
medical personnel and their equipment, and pre-f abricated structures 
that were dropped and locked in together that would go on to form 
triage centers or surgery bays. 

A constant stream of Citadel evacuees was arriving via Pelican or by 
another smaller, dual-rotor craft that a Marine called a 'Falcon' 
into the waiting arms of UNSC marines that either guided the scared 
refugees to medical if they were injured or further into the Atrium 
into safe waiting areas. Meanwhile, loads of Marines were either 
being taken or delivered to the evacuation center based on where they 
were needed around the Presidium and Pelican gunships were landing 
and being rearmed by technicians with munitions delivered by Pelicans 
before them, then taking off again to go wreak havoc among 



Cerberus . 


If Shepard looked towards the 'sky' of the Presidium he could see 
dozens of UNSC and a few surviving C-SEC aircraft flitting about, as 
well as a couple of squadrons of fighters that were continuously 
circling over the evacuation center serving as aerial defense. 

Out of the corner of his eye Shepard saw a flash of blue metal 
travelling through the sky, a stark contrast to the greys, tans, and 
blacks of the UNSC, and when he turned his eyes to look he saw 
Cortez's Kodiak shuttle approaching the Presidium Landing Pads, 
followed by the jagged jet-black profile of Viper-Heavy. 

As a pair of UNSC traffic controllers waved down Cortez to a landing 
spot with some lighted wands, Wrex stepped up besides Shepard, 
massive Claymore shotgun still in his hands. "It'll be good to see 
some of the old crew again, " he said. 

"I'm sure they're thinking the same thing," said Shepard. It had been 
a few months since he and Garrus had last seen Wrex back on Tuchanka 
when they had taken Grunt to prove himself, and he knew from talking 
to Kaiden and Liara that _they_ hadn't seen Wrex since Shepard's 
'funeral', something on the order of two years or so ago. 

The troop bay door opened and revealed Garrus to be the closest to 
the opening, with Liara, James, Kaiden, and to Shepard's surprise. 
Previa, spread throughout the bay. They were all fully armored, minus 
the helmets on their belts, with their weapons bolstered. 

Garrus stepped out of the bay onto the landing pad and headed towards 
Wrex, mandibles upturned in a grin. "Well, if it isn't the king of 
the lizard-people." 

"Hehehe, " started Wrex, a toothy grin forming between his rough lips. 
"Always the warmest welcomes from you bird-brain." 

The two met, grasping forearms tightly. Liara and Kaiden walked 
towards Wrex as well, all smiles. Shepard saw that Kaiden was 
carrying a medium-sized portable locker in his arms. James and Previa 
stayed more near the Kodiak however, not knowing Wrex nearly as well 
as the others did. 

"Haha, Liara, Kaiden, my friends, " said Wrex, grasping forearms with 
Kaiden as well while Liara gave the Krogan a light punch to the 
shoulder . 

"It's been quite a while Wrex," said Kaiden. 

"Indeed it has," said Wrex, "Yet still we find ourselves doing the 
same thing we usually do when we're together, getting ready to kick 
some ass . " 

They all shared a laugh at that, the close bonds of friendship 
between the four breaking for a moment the tenseness of the 
situation. Shepard waved over for James and Previa to join them, and 
as they approached he learned towards Garrus and quietly asked, "Why 
is Previa here? Does she know about Sparatus?" 

"Yeah," answered Garrus, "She was there when Cortana told us. It's 
the entire reason she wanted to come, to in her words 'Fight the 



bastards who murdered my uncle. 
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"Is she capable of keeping up?" 

"She's an Armiger Shepard, the best of what the Turian military has 
to offer . " 

Shepard nodded, satisfied with Garrus ' answer. "Wrex, these are two 
of the new crew. James Vega, an Alliance Marine who we picked up on 
Earth, and Previa Sparatus, the Armiger medic who's undoubtable the 
reason Ashley is still alive." 

"Sparatus?" started Wrex, "Were youa€l?" 

"He was my Uncle," said Previa stiffly. 

Wrex grunted in both understanding and a hint of sympathy. "I'm sorry 
for your loss, " said Wrex, stepping towards Previa and offering his 
forearm, which the female Turian took, "But you have my thanks for 
what you did for Ashley. She is a friend to us all." 

Kaiden had set down the locker he was carrying and had entered in the 
combination, opening it and revealing Shepard's N7 armor. "Your armor 
is in here Shepard, and Liara's carrying extra weapons and ammo for 
you . " 

Shepard nodded and started to reach for his lower leg armor when his 
omni-tool beeped. Someone was trying to call him on the comm, yet it 
wasn't an address he recognized. When Shepard keyed the 
communicat ions key he was as surprised as anyone to hear a familiar 
raspy, reptilian voice. 

"_Commander Shepard? Can you hear me?"_ said the voice. 

"Thane?" responded Shepard, "Yes I can hear you. Where are you? My 
omni-tool shows that you're using Citadel call frequencies." 

"_I'm at Huerta Memorial Hospital, in the Presidium. 

"That's where they took Ashley," noted Shepard. As Shepard and Thane 
talked, Liara had taken the task of putting on the rest of Shepard's 
armor. Goddess knows she had taken it off enough to be more than 
proficient at assembling it around the Commander's body. 

"_Yes, it's where I am receiving treatment as well. Shepard, Cerberus 
seems to know that Williams is here. I and a contingent of C-Sec 
guards just barely repelled a determined assault, but there are not 
many defenders left. If they attack again, which I believe they will, 
we will not be able to hold."_ 

Cortana, who had been listening in on the conversation and who was 
already aware of the situation, said "I've got Marines already on the 
way Shepard. A heavy weapons platoon and two OUST rifle squads. It 
should be more than enough to hold the hospital from all but the most 
determined assaults." 

"Thane, we're sending reinforcements your way, they'll be there 
soon, " said Shepard. 

" More C-Sec? Citadel Defense Fleet forces?" 



"No, but you'll know them when you see them." 

"_Whatever you say Shepard. Commander, there are a lot of wounded 
here as well. The Medical staff is severely overwhelmed . "_ 

"I'll send some medical teams too," said Cortana into his 
earpiece . 

"Extra medical personnel are on the way as well, " said Shepard, "Just 
hang tight Thane." 

"_I will Shepard. I must go now, one of the nurses is requesting my 
assistance . 

"Copy, stay safe," said Shepard, the link then closing. 

"So Thane's at Huerta Memorial?" asked Garrus, "Is he 
alright ? " 

Aside from Shepard, Garrus was the only one out of their group who 
really knew Thane. 

Shepard just nodded, Liara helping him secure his armor's breastplate 
to his chest. 

"What's the plan Shepard?" asked Wrex, massive Claymore resting on 
the Krogan ' s shoulders. 

Shepard thought for a few seconds, then said, "Kaiden, have Cortez 
take you, Liara and Previa to Huerta Memorial. Previa, help out in 
any way you can as they're currently very understaffed. Kaiden, 

Liara, I'm trusting you to _make sure_ Ash stays safe. As capable as 
the UNSC seems, I want my own people there just to make sure. Link up 
with them and defend that hospital at all costs. Get going." 

"Copy Commander, " said Kaiden, while Liara and Previa simply 
nodded . 

"Dolton, bring the gunship down here for pickup, " ordered Shepard. As 
Cortez took off Viper-Heavy flared out for a landing, and Shepard 
said to the rest of the group, "The rest of us, we're going right to 
the heart of this Cerberus infestation, C-SEC headquarters. We're 
going to root out every last one of them and see if we can't restore 
station-wide systems." 

Guided by the UNSC traffic controllers, Viper-Heavy set down on the 
landing pad and extended the ramp to its reduced troop-bay. 

As the group stepped into the Pelican Shepard pointed to the 7.62mm 
M247 General Purpose Machine Gun bolted to the edge of the bay and 
said, "James, take that gun." 

"Don't mind if I do Commander," replied the Alliance Marine, lowering 
himself to the deck and holding the gun. 

"We're all in Dolton," said Shepard. 

Erom the gunship 's cockpit Dolton replied, "Roger Commander," 
pressing some keys on his dash that would prepare the Pelican for 



liftoff by retracting the landing struts and increasing lift to the 
ventral maneuvering thrusters. 


On his holographic dash an avatar suddenly appeared, her graceful 
feminine figure dressed in Roman-style robes, long hair flowing way 
down past her shoulders to the small of her back. 

"Flight Sergeant Dolton, Senior Airman Cehack, I am Venus, 
coordinator for all UNSC aerial and orbital flight ops around the 
Citadel. Cortana has notified me of your destination and I have 
constructed your flight path. _Do not _deviate from it," she 
stressed, saying once again to clarify, "I repeat, do not deviate 
from your flight path." 

Koran glanced back towards Sam and the UNSC pilot just shrugged, 
keying in Venus' assigned flight path into his computer, saying 
"Affirmative Venus." 

He pressed down on the throttle, tilting the stick back to lift the 
Pelican into the air. As he did so a squadron of Pelicans passed by 
not fifty meters above his current point. Scorpion tanks and Mantis 
Mechs attached to their magclamps. Wherever they were going, Dolton 
guessed that Cerberus wouldn't be having a good time. 

With a couple of switches he activated the gunship's stealth fields 
and as he started on the flight path he gave a small whistle at what 
he saw around him. This was the absolute definition of 'crowded 
airspace' if he's ever seen it. Dozens of Pelicans, Hornets, Falcons, 
and Broadsword Interceptors zipped to and forth carrying troops, 
vehicles, various supplies, or otherwise deadly ordinance to stamp 
out the Cerberus invaders. All aircraft were flying in precise, 
coordinated manners, guided by the algorithms of their AI controller 
Venus . 

As Dolton turned the Gunship off of the main Presidium 'Ring' into a 
smaller sub-corridor Cortana 's avatar popped up on his dash. "Flight 
Sergeant, I see you're on your way to C-SEC HQ." 

"Yes ma'am, just following the flight path that Venus gave us," 
replied Dolton. 

"Good. I've got some details to fill you in on, but first there's an 
urgent matter that's just developed. Three C-SEC officers are trapped 
and pinned down by Cerberus forces, a large squad of eight troopers 
supported by an Atlas Mech. Conveniently they're right along your 
approach . " 

"We'll take care of 'em Cortana," said Cehack, "Just tell us when to 
expect them." 

"Well, you should be seeing them as soon as you as you round this 
corner, right aboutaC 1 now." 

Just as Cortana had specified, the Cerberus forces appeared on 
Koran's scopes. Cerberus was physically separated from C-Sec by a 
divide that split the two respective platforms they were on, but 
Cerberus was laying into the C-Sec officers nonetheless. Against this 
kind of firepower the beleaguered officers could do nothing but hide 
behind the wreckages of some grounded air-cars. 



"Targets sighted, " said Reran, determining the best way to engage 
Cerberus, preferably eliminating them in just one pass to save time. 
The infantry would be easy enough to take out, a couple of bursts of 
accurate cannon-fire would make sure of that. The Cerberus Atlas mech 
would be harder to take out though, and would require some planning. 
He decided he would open up with a Gauss round to the Atlas, followed 
by a long cannon burst that would at first be aimed at the Atlas, but 
then would sweep the area around it to take care of the Assault 
Troopers. Then he would fire an ANVIL missile, and while it was 
travelling fire another Gauss/cannon round burst at the Atlas to 
ensure that it's shields were down, allowing the missile to take it 
out . 

"Hit 'em Koran," said Dolton and the gunner depressed both firing 
studs on the dual chin turret, the brilliant blue-white streak that 
the hypersonic Gauss slug left in its wake accompanied by its sheath 
of yellow-tracers from a couple of dozen cannon rounds. 

The Gauss round impacted the Atlas, the linear streak ricocheting off 
at an angle and lancing into a nearby wall as the mech's shields 
deflected it. The kinetic force of the impact however caused the 
Atlas to stagger, and as the cannon round salvo followed shortly 
after the pilot crouched his mech and raised an arm in an attempt to 
brace himself. 

While he did that Koran rotated the cannon reticule around the mech 
so that the shieldless assault troopers were turned into bloody 
chunks by the high-explosive rounds, then pressed the button for his 
ANVIL missile. The gunship's integrated firing computer processed 
Koran's aimpoint for the missile, the Atlas Mech, found and locked 
onto its LADAR signature, blew open a missile pod cap, deactivated 
the stealth field around the pod, and activated the missile's engines 
all in the time it took Koran to lift his finger from the firing 
button . 

As the missile accelerated Koran sent his second Gauss/cannon round 
salvo at the Atlas and watched with satisfaction as the combination 
broke the Atlas's kinetic barrier with a visible burst of energy. Raw 
armor exposed, it was no surprise when the warhead designed 
specifically to devastate armored targets blew the Atlas to 
smithereens in a resounding explosion. 

"Targets eliminated, " said Koran, seeing as the C-Sec officers 
tenderly peeked out over cover to find that their enemies were 
suddenly gone, and then starting to look around to determine who, or 
what, did it. Viper-Heavy had reverted back into stealth-mode, so 
they wouldn't see anything of course. 

"Hell yeah, nice shooting Koran," commended Dolton. A UH-144 Falcon 
landed a couple of seconds later and the bird's crewchief ushered the 
freed C-Sec officers into it. 

Cortana popped back up on Dolton's dash and said, "Good work you two. 
Now everyone listen up, Shepard?" 

"_We hear you Cortana, came Shepard's voice through the cockpit ' s 
speakers . 

"Okay. Commander, we've quickly come to the conclusion that C-SEC 
headquarters is one of the last, and strongest, bastions of Cerberus 



left on the Citadel. A combined force of Spartans, ODST's, and 
Marines are currently enroute to eliminate Cerberus once and for all 
and establish a temporary UNSC command center on the station proper. 
As it turns out, you and your team is looking like it will be the 
first to arrive. Venus's flight path has you landing at the Southern 
Vehicle Bay. Here's where the problem comes in. I've got advanced 
schematics from Citadel records but that's all the help I'll really 
be able to provide you, as Cerberus seems to have wizened up and cut 
the power to the entire headquarters, meaning I don't have camera or 
sensor access . " 

"_We'll manage Cortana, " _assured Shepard, confident that his team 
could handle whatever Cerberus could throw at them. 

"Are you sure you don't want to wait for some backup?" asked Cortana. 
"Marines and ODSTs are even now mopping up the areas surrounding 
C-SEC headquarter and are tightening the noose. They'll be on station 
in five minutes. Additionally, C-SEC fast response teams are also 
enroute and should be there not long after." 

"_No. My people operate best in small squads, and working together 
with larger units that don't know how to fight alongside biotics will 
just slow us down. We'll get Cerberus' attention, draw them to us as 
we make our way to the central power generator and hopefully give 
your guys some breathing room as they land."_ 

"Alright Shepard, but just know that we'll will be right behind you," 
clarified Cortana. 

"_Copy, simply responded Shepard. 

Dolton put the gunship through the last turn on their flight path and 
the Southern Vehicle Bay came into view. A couple of dozen or so 
C-SEC aircars were laid out amongst the landing pads, some destroyed, 
some not. Through his scope Koran could see other obvious signs of 
battle: scorch marks, blood, strewn weaponry and equipment, and dead 
bodies both Cerberus and C-SEC. 

Koran flicked through his alternate thermal and infrared visions and 
furrowed his brows when he saw that there was no Cerberus presence 
throughout the landing pads. 

"The pads _look_ clear," said Koran, uncertain. 

"_Drop us off fast and quiet, then circle overhead in case we need a 
quick exfil, " _ordered Shepard. 

"Koger, but be advised we won't be able to give you fire support once 
you pass into the headquarters complex, " said 
Dolton . 

"_Acknowledged, " _said Shepard. 

Dolton brought the gunship quickly and expertly into a hover a few 
feet above an open space, activating the troop bay door's quick 
release. Through a camera watching the troop bay Dolton saw as 
Shepard an co hopped out onto the deck of the landing pads and jogged 
away from the gunship, weapons raised and scanning the 
surroundings . 



Shepard looked back over his shoulder, and even though he couldn't 
really _see_ Viper-Heavy he could certainly hear the gunship's 
thruster's whine as Dolton took the craft to a safer distance. 

The group paused for a moment, and after finding out that no one was 
engaging them Shepard ordered them all to the closest door. Since the 
power was out there was no door activation hologram, so Shepard 
opened up a small box to the side of the door which contained a 
manual hydraulic release button. Wrex, James, and Garrus had stacked 
up on the opposite side of the door, ready for Shepard's 
signal . 

Shepard counted down from three with his fingers, then slammed the 
door release. The door slid open and Wrex burst through, the 
reverberating sound of a Claymore firing signifying that there were 
indeed hostiles on the other side. James and Garrus followed in the 
massive Krogan ' s wake, and with a quick glance Shepard checked behind 
them one last time before rushing into the room as well. 

They had entered into a large, two leveled general prep area/armory 
where the C-Sec officers got armed and ready for their patrols before 
debarking in their patrol cars. The two levels were connected by two 
wide stairways, the larger lower level lined with rows of short 
lockers presumably filled with weapons and gear, while the smaller 
upper level contained various large briefing tables, holoscreens, and 
chairs . 

The first thing Shepard saw was an Assault Trooper missing most of 
its chest, courtesy of Wrex ' s shotgun. Vega, his assault rifle 
raised, put an accurate burst into the Troopers partner besides him 
as Wrex reloaded, dropping him dead before he had a chance to raise 
his own weapon. 

There were a group of four Assault Troopers and a Centurion on the 
other side of the armory room, and as they took notice of the new 
intruders they moved to cover behind the various lockers around the 
room and began to fire. 

As his kinetic barriers took a couple of rounds Shepard extended a 
hand and enveloped the Cerberus Centurion in a stasis bubble before 
moving to cover of his own. A headshot from Garrus' Viper took down 
the Centurions shields and Shepard finished him off with a biotic 
explosion via a throw. 

Wrex ' s next Claymore shot just barely missed a Trooper as he ducked 
behind cover, but that didn't stop the Krogan as he sent a biotic 
pull curving over the Troopers cover, which yanked him from safety 
and sent him flying into the air. Shepard sent another biotic throw 
towards the exposed Trooper, leading the target and setting off 
another biotic explosion. 

From a bandolier on his chest Vega withdrew a fragmentation grenade, 
expertly tossing it just a little bit behind the cover of the two 
remaining Cerberus Troopers. As they scrambled to get away from the 
beeping grenade Vega and Garrus filled them with rifle shots, and the 
fragmentation grenade finished them off. 

Suddenly the two doors that connected the upper level to the rest of 
the headquarters complex opened up, and six Centurions rushed 
through, two carrying some long-barreled heavy weapons. 



"Upper floor!" called Shepard, and the squad repositioned so as to 
not give their enemy enfilade fire. Having the upper ground, the 
Centurions had good firing lines on Shepard's squad and laid down 
some heavy suppressive fire. Just those couple of second of time 
allowed the two troopers with the long-barreled weapons to set up 
their bipods on the briefing tables, and the new saw-like 
_brrrrraaapppp_ combined with the tenfold amount of rounds coming at 
them led Shepard to the conclusion that they now had light machine 
guns trained on their position. 

_Dammit, _thought Shepard. One machine gun was suppressing him, Vega, 
and Garrus by sweeping between them while the other focused solely on 
Wrex as his large back hump stuck somewhat over his cover and offered 
a vulnerable target. Knowing he was exposed, Wrex turned and held out 
both arms, summoning a biotic barrier in front of him to stop the 
rounds and started slowly moving towards the stairs against the 
kinetic energy of thousands of rounds-per-minute impacting his 
barrier . 

Shepard followed his lead, erecting his own biotic barrier while Vega 
and Garrus fell in behind him. Vega withdrew another grenade, 
preparing to arc it above Shepard's barrier and behind the Cerberus 
vantage point, but the fire abruptly halted. 

The four Centurions tending the guns suddenly fell dead, shields 
breaking and armor failing as something sliced open their necks, 
causing viscous dark-blue blood to spill out. The two remaining 
Centurions spun around firing wildly looking for the assassins of 
their comrades before they themselves fell to loud rifle 
shots . 

Shepard had seen the air flicker as the shots rang out, and as he 
deactivated his biotic barrier he saw four white-and-red armored 
Spartans materialize into view on the upper level. 

"Spartans, identify yourself, " said Shepard as his squad regrouped 
and moved up to upper level. 

"Fireteam Crimson, " said one of the Spartans, which stepped up to 
Shepard to signify herself as the leader of the team. "We were close 
to the area and Cortana sent us to assist you." 

Shepard looked towards the dead Centurions, blood still oozing out of 
their wounds onto the floor. "Thanks for the help, they had us pretty 
well pinned down. Are you operating as part of the main UNSC assault 
on the headquarters?" 

"Negative, the main forces aren't scheduled to arrive for another 
minute. Cortana redirected us to support your push to the central 
power generator, then wreak havoc on Cerberus from within. And don't 
worry, Cortana let us know about your combat preferences. We'll stay 
stealthed and out of the way, covering your flanks and rear and 
offering supporting fire if you need it." 

Shepard nodded, satisfied with the arrangement. "Well let's get going 
then . " 


Shepard's squad and Fireteam Crimson made quick progress through the 
Cerberus held-headquarters , as most of the Cerberus forces were busy 



repelling the main UNSC assault forces which left most of their path 
occupied by only small guard forces. The team had made their way down 
the final hallway to the central power generator in just a couple of 
minutes. Shepard's squad stacked up near the door while a Crimson 
Spartan set a door charge, then moved back to the rest of the hidden 
Fireteam a little behind Shepard's team. 

Shepard waved his hand to give the signal to detonate and the door 
exploded in a flash of light and smoke. He rushed through the door 
rifle raised in one arm and biotic energy ready in the other. The 
vast electrical machinery of the Central Power Generator lay dormant, 
and no overhead lights meant that it was pretty dark inside. 

His visor was able to enhance what little light was available though, 
and he saw that two sword-wielding feminine figures flanked another 
woman in black and yellow-trimmed Cerberus Battle Armor that Shepard 
recognized back from his _own_ days of working with Cerberus. The 
central figure was hunched down over a large container and her head 
shot up towards the new intruders. 

Shepard started by trapping one of the Phantoms in a stasis bubble 
while James and Garrus laid into the other one with their rifles, 
forcing her to flip to a nearby overturned table for cover. Wrex 
charged towards the vulnerable Phantom trapped in the stasis bubble 
and Shepard was about to send a biotic throw towards the central 
woman before she beat him to the punch, the biotic energy pounding 
into his barriers and sending him sliding back a couple of 
inches . 

The woman quickly keyed in some numbers on the container before 
turning and making for an open door at the far side of the room. 
Meanwhile, Wrex obliterated the head of the trapped stasis Phantom 
with a point-blank Claymore shell while the other Phantom was cut 
down by the combination of fire from James, Garrus, and the 
just-entering Crimson team. 

"I'm going after her," said Shepard, dashing after the fleeing woman 
and threw a biotic warp her way which she avoided by dashing around 
the corner of the open door. 

"Shepard wait!" shouted Garrus, but the Commander didn't heed his 
request. As Shepard rushed after her Garrus took a look at the 
container left by Cerberus and his eyes quickly widened. 

"Jesus Christ, " he said, so shocked that he borrowed an expression 
from Humans. "I recognize this casing, this is a military grade 
Gravity Fission Bomb! This will take out the whole goddam 
Presidium ! " 

The Turian ran over and slid in front of the case, setting his rifle 
on the ground and tapping on the small, sole screen. Nothing on the 
display changed however, despite the set of numbers counting steadily 
counting down from what was currently 4:49. 

"Can you disable it?" asked James, rifle still raised, scanning the 
room . 

Garrus tried to tap on the screen again, then quickly popped open his 
omni-tool to try and hack into the device. After he was unable to 
make even a basic code connection, he deactivated the orange 



"The console's locked. I can't access 


arm-device in frustration. 

it . " 

"Could we open it? Try and get at it from the inside?" asked 
Wrex . 

"No go, I'd need access to the console to open the case," said 
Garrus . 

"What about moving it?" said a female voice. 

Garrus swiveled his head in the direction of the new voice, and saw 
that it came from one of Spartans of Fireteam Crimson, who had 
unstealthed herself to be visible to him. 

The Turian looked back to the bomb, then nodded. "It should be safe 
to move, but how? These kind of devices can weigh up to four 
tons . " 

The other three members of Crimson decloaked before they all took 
positions around the bomb. In something that would amazed even Wrex, 
the four Spartans carefully lifted the bomb up onto their shoulders. 
"We'll get this off-station, go after your Commander. Cortana, we 
need a Pelican at our Exfil, " said the same Spartan who had spoken to 
Garrus, her voice more strained and breathing more pronounced than it 
had been before. 

Bomb-laden Crimson Team jogged out the door from where they came, and 
Wrex, Garrus, and Vega shared a glance before they rushed towards the 
other door in an attempt to follow their Commander. 
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><p>In the meantime, Shepard was in hot pursuit of the Cerberus woman 
who was attempting to flee the scene. She was crafty, Shepard had to 
give her that. He had been barely able to send out any biotic 
attacks, let alone any that connected, as the woman was darting in 
and out of various rooms and hallways as if she knew the Presidium 
like the back of her hand.<p> 

Shepard had attempted to trap the woman in a stasis bubble which 
would have made the chase quickly end, but to his annoyance he found 
that the technique wasn't effective, the only reason he could find 
being that her armor was specially treated to resist biotics. Shepard 
turned a corner to find that the woman was running down a long 
hallway, and when he saw that save for a large window at the end 
there were no doors or other passages on either side, he decided that 
this was going to put a stop to this now. 

He surrounded himself in biotic energy, preparing himself for a 
biotic dash forwards. As he manipulated the mass effect fields to 
propel himself forwards at incredible speeds the armored woman he was 
chasing was able to glance back for just a second and see the fast 
approaching Shepard before she was treated to a biotic body 
slam . 

The force of the tackle overwhelmed both of their shields and biotic 
barriers, and actually knocked the helmet off of the Cerberus woman. 
From underneath spilled long locks of black hair laced with golden 
highlights and as she looked towards Shepard trying to push him away 



from her the Commander finally got a good look at her face. 


His jaw dropped, as even though her hair was colored differently 
there was no way Shepard wouldn't have recognized her ice-blue eyes, 
thick, black eyebrows, full lips, and defined jawline. 

"Miranda?" he questioned in disbelief, grip loosening and allowing 
the Cerberus operator to scramble away from him. 

Miranda just snarled at Shepard and threw a biotic warp at him, which 
the Commander just barely rolled away from. As the floor where he 
just was started to disintegrate Shepard shouted, "Miranda!" at the 
running back of the Cerberus Officer, who was nearly to the large 
glass window at the end of the hallway. 

Shepard was gathering energy for another biotic sprint but suddenly A 
Cerberus Kodiak stopped right beyond the window that Miranda was 
running towards, bay door open and two Cerberus turrets facing 
outwards. The Commander had no choice but to divert his building 
biotic energy into a front-facing barrier as the two turrets started 
to spit out hundreds of rounds at him, shattering the glass that 
Miranda was running towards. 

While Shepard was pinned down behind his barrier Miranda reached the 
end of the hallway and leapt into the waiting Kodiak, giving a brief 
look over her shoulder at Shepard before the shuttle flew 
away . 

"Cortana, can you track that shuttle?" asked Shepard, withdrawing his 
barrier . 

"_Negative, power still hasn't been restored. I can have sorties in 
the area shortly though. 

"Yes, do that, " said Shepard, slowly walking over to the Cerberus 
helmet that he had knocked off. He picked it up, looking at his own 
reflection through the tinted black glass of the visor. MirandaaC 1 
working for Cerberus? 

He asked himself in a whisper, his mind racing at a thousand thoughts 
per minute, "Why?" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Cronos Station, Anadius, Horsehead Nebula<strong> 

If you asked most people, the mission would have been considered a 
complete and utter failure. Near complete elimination of all ground, 
air, and orbital assets. Minimal main or secondary objectives 
completed. The call of attention to the organization, and the 
subsequent aggression that will now be directed their way. 

However, to the Illusive Man, the Assault on the Citadel was a 
resounding success in terms of one thing: Information. 

All throughout the battle he was gathering information and data on 
the one variable that had been previously unknown to him: the UNSC. 
At his fingertips he now had a wealth of knowledge about their 
warships, vehicles, soldiers, tactics and strategy. 



This United Nations Space Command was certainly a force to be 
reckoned with. The Illusive Man's forces certainly weren't mediocre, 
at least up to par with standard Systems Alliance troops, but the 
fact that the UNSC trampled all over them proved to him that they 
were a far stronger force than he had first imagined. 

Then of course, there was their effectiveness against the Reapers. 
Though the Illusive man admitted that he had a deep, wholehearted 
respect for the capability of the UNSC, the fact that they were just 
soa€ 1 deadly, posed problems for his future plans. Henry Lawson was 
finalizing the construction of their newest research station on 
Horizon, and once that was completed the real work behind starting to 
control the Reapers would begin. 

If the UNSC truly joined in the fight against the Reapers, then he 
would have to figure out a way to dissuade them from participating. 
His initial plan had been to kidnap the UNSC Admiral, Lasky his name 
was, from the Great Hall, but that certainly didn't go to plan. Now 
that it was proven that his forces couldn't hold up to theirs, more 
_creative_ methods would have to be explored. 

Possibly something regarding indoctrinat ionaC 1 if he got the UNSC 
working _for _the Reapers, then he would truly be unstoppable once he 
took control of them. He would delve into further thought on that 
later. He pressed a couple of holographic keys on a screen in front 
of him, and an orange-hued hologram of Miranda Lawson appeared in 
front of him on the transmission pad. He had been waiting for her 
report, as she was among the last sources of Intel that he had 
regarding Cerberus operations on the Citadel, as all of the 
electronic surveillance systems he had installed were suddenly 
gone . 

"Miss Lawson, I see that you have made it off-system?" 

"_Barely. UNSC aerial and orbital control was extremely tight, but 
the new prototype stealth Kodiak performed admirably. 

"And what of the Gravity Fission device? I saw that the detonation 
signal transmitted." 

"_The bomb detonated off-station unfortunately. They must have found 
a way to move it . 

The Illusive Man frowned, yet another thing that didn't go to plan. 
"That is unfortunate. Anything else to report?" 

"_Yes. During my escape I was pursued by Commander Shepard. During a 
scuffle just before I exfiltrated he knocked off my helmet and saw my 
face. He know that I'm with Cerberus now."_ 

"HmmaCl I suppose that ruins any further chances of getting the 
Commander to confide in you." 

"_I would assume so, yes."_ 

The Illusive Man simply nodded. "Well, did your replacements give you 
any trouble?" he asked, referring to the complete replacement of the 
agent's pulverized left hand and knee joint with advanced Cerberus 
Cybernet ics . 



"_No, the replacements performed exemplary. 

"Well, at least there is that, " he said, taking a sip of whiskey from 
his glass. "Proceed back to the station after taking the necessary 
precautions, we will discuss future actions once you arrive." 

He keyed off the transmission, taking a long, deep drag of his 
cigarette. That woman right there was why he was convinced that he 
would be able to eventually control the Reapers. The Illusive Man 
thought back fondly to the day where his agents had captured Lawson 
and brought her back to him. 

"_You should have known better that to betray me. Miss Lawson"_ he 
had said. At the beginning she was so strong-willed, so defiant, and 
extremely resistant to even their most brutal physical torture 
methods. However, when they had brought in Cerberus' most basic 
indoctrination technology it was only a matter of days before she was 
completely broken, and subsequently became a slave of his wishes. 

If even their most basic indoctrination technology was capable of 
that, imagine what could be possible with more scientific 
advancement, the kind that he soon planned to achieve at 
Horizon . 

Indeed it was certainly an exciting prospect, but for now, he had 
some studying to do. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review! And just to get you all excited, 
the next chapter maayyyy have something to do with some certain 
Sangheili if you're lucky ... <strong> 


17. Chapter 17: Proving Grounds Pt I 

**Author's Note: Hello everyone, Creamofwheat back with another 
chapter of The Infinity Effect! So, I have something I want to 
discuss with you all. As I'm sure many of you know my chapters are 
quite long, typically more than 10,000 words per chapter. While I 
thought that this length allowed for a lot of story development in 
one go, I also know that it takes quite a while for me to push those 
long chapters out. ** 

**So, I'm thinking of trying something new: Shortening the chapters 
to around 5000-7000 words each, which is about as long as a single 
scene in a typical 10,000 word plus chapter. If I started to do this 
chapters would be shorter, but would come out much more often, I'd 
give a rough estimate of one every 1-2 weeks. ** 

**What I want to ask you all is, would this be something you want? 
Shorter chapters, but more frequent releases? Or longer chapters, but 
with subsequently longer release times. This next section of the 
story is going to be an experiment testing that, as this chapter is 
only one scene in what _would_ have been a three-scene, 12,000 word 
plus chapter. If you all decide that you like the shorter chapter 
lengths, then I'll continue writing this way and put out the next two 
scenes as separate chapters as soon as I've written them. If you 
don't like it then I'll combine the last two scenes into one longer 
chapter, then go back to regular-length chapters in the 



future . * * 


**I've actually gone and created a poll that you can access through 
my profile, and I'll be using that as well as any other way you want 
to let me know which method you prefer to determine how the story's 
writing style is going to move forwards.** 

**Now that that's over with, I have another announcement to make! If 
you enjoy either Skyrim, the animated series The Legend of Korra, or 
both, check out my new crossover "Skyrim: Korra Alone"! You should be 
able to get to it simply by visiting my profile and looking under my 
published stories. ** 

**Onto the story!** 

**Special thanks to my beta JonHarper and my wonderful girlfriend as 
always . * * 

* *En joy ! * * 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 

•:k ^ ^ 


><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 17: Proving Grounds Pt 
Kstrong> 

**CAS-class Assault Carrier, **_**Shadow of Intent**_ 

**Asari Mining Colony of Tarrisa, Tarrisa System** 

"May I hold it?" 

Thel 'Vadam looked at his friend R'tas 'Vadum for a moment, then 
nodded. He walked towards a table at the back of his private quarters 
and reached inside the containment shield that housed the Precursor 
Key they had recovered from the surface of the Asari mining 
colony . 

It was a simple thing, thin and cylindrical with no discernible 
features other than its matte gray color. Certainly different from 
the typical Eorerunner object adorned with various lights, metallic 
sheen, or intricate line-work. The Arbiter turned and walked back to 
R'tas, holding it out for him to take. 

"Will it activate if I touch it?" asked R'tas, cautious. 

"No. This Key will only initiate Transmittance when I ask it," 
replied the Arbiter. 

"Ask it?" 

"Not verbally of course. But it will know when the time 
arises . " 

R'tas gently took the Key into his hand, wrapping his four fingers 
around the cylinder. "It feels soft," he said, "But it is not 
malleable. Is it metal?" 


"Yes, but not any that we have ever known." 



R'tas looked at the Key for a little longer before his jaws clenched 
in a sign of discomfort. "Here, take it back." 

The Shipmaster gave the Key back to the Arbiter who looked at his 
friend quizzically. "A sudden feeling of unease? Anxiousness?" 

"How did you know?" 

"Such feelings come over me when I hold the Key as well, " said the 
Arbiter . 

"That object is of great power Arbiter, power that even the 
Forerunners were not familiar with. We need to be careful." 

"I know R'tas. The Keys are far above our level of understanding and 
knowledge, but we have been given a divine task by the Creators 
themselves. We must not hesitate, and we must not fail." The Arbiter 
gazed into the Key, shifting it in his hand. "Are you ready?" 

R'tas just nodded. 

Thel reached to his helmet and keyed his communicator to the 
fleetwide frequency. "Attention all Sangheili, this is Arbiter Thel 
'Vadum. Prepare for Transmittance." 

He closed the channel and lifted up the Key to his eye level. There 
was no fanfare, no grand gesture of power or grandeur from the Key as 
it initiated Transmittance. No, there were just a few new images 
suddenly and permanently burned into every Sangheili 's mind. 

A large red star. An icy planet in a perpetual snowstorm on the far 
fringes of its solar system. A specific mountain in a hemispherical 
mountain range. An ancient door hidden within the frozen rock. A set 
of glyphs in the Precursor language that no Sangheili knew how to 
read, yet somehow they all knew coded for a very specific set of 
coordinates . 

It was the location of the next Key. The next step of the Sacred 
Mission . 

"It is done," said the Arbiter, returning the First Key to its 
containment field. "We know our path." 

The door to his quarters slid open and both Sangheili turned their 
heads to see one of the Honor Guard assigned to protect the Key step 
inside. "Arbiter, one of the aliens that we rescued from the planet 
requests an audience with you." 

"Send her in, " Thel said, and the Honor Guard bowed out of the 
door . 

"Ah, is this one of those Ah-Vari you told me about?" asked 
R'tas. 

"Asari, " corrected Thel, "And yes." 

"Ah-Sahri . My mistake. I would very much like to see what one of 
these creatures looks like, see if they look as human as you say they 

do. " 



"By all means. 


A few seconds later the door slid open again, yet this time it was 
the Asari Captain Levas who stepped in. 

"You were right. A blue human," remarked R'tas, gazing down on the 
Asari . 

"Arbiter, it is good to see you again, " said Levas, bowing her head 
in respect to Thel. 

"You said that the Huragoks were working on a translation program?" 
R'tas asked, not able to understand Levas' Asari. 

"They have already finished, check your communicator for the update, " 
informed Thel. That was one of the first things that he had done when 
they had arrived back aboard the _Shadow of Intent_, to get the 
Huragok to fashion a translation program using Asari language 
information found in their datapads. "To the bridge R'tas, get the 
fleet started on the next portion of our path. I will contact you 
later . " 

"Of course Arbiter," replied R'tas, bowing his head towards Thel 
before making his way towards the door. 

'Vadum exited. Captain Levas looking over her shoulder to see him 
leave. "Who was that?" she asked, looking back to Thel. 

"Shipmaster 'Vadum, the commander of this vessel. Why are you here 
Captain? " 

It was now when Levas began to feel the first stages of discomfort 
creeping up on her. Here she was in an alien ship, surrounded by 
alien architecture, a large and very imposing alien in full combat 
armor having to crane his neck to look down upon her. 

Captain Levas wasn't easily intimidated, but she would be lying if 
she said she wasn't at least a little bit now. "The Asari that are 
left have deemed it wise to temporarily elect _me _as their leader. 
They also gave me some questions that they had, and I was hoping that 
you could answer them." 

"Let us hear them," said Thel. 

"Well, what most people want to know is if you'll be taking us back 
to Asari space," started Levas. 

"No," answered Thel. He had expected to see some sort of form of 
confusion on the Asari ' s face and was surprised when he didn't. "I 
would have expected that to cause you some sort of 
alarm . " 

"Honestly, not really," said Levas. "See, you have to understand what 
Asari mining operations are really like. Hard, dirty labor like 
mining is generally very looked down upon in Asari society, high and 
mighty as most Asari are. Therefore most of us that were working at 
the colony either didn't have much other choice for employment, were 
forced to by the government, or just wanted to distance themselves 
from the usual Asari lifestyle. Almost everyone doesn't _want_ to go 



back to Asari space. 


"Well, what _do _they want to do?" asked Thel, puzzled. 

"Being as isolated as were, almost everyone's friends and families 
were on that colony. Now, most of them are dead. They're more angry 
about those monsters taking their loved ones away than they are 
frightened about being here. The consensus is nearly universal, they 
want to fight against whatever those things are." 

"I have no use for angry, untrained miners," said Thel. "Even if I 
did, fighting the Reapers is not our primary concern." 

Levas frowned, saying, "They're not just some 'angry, untrained 
miners'. They're hard working, tough, and even though they don't have 
formal military training they're all quite adept in 
biot ics . 

"Biotics, " repeated Thel, having to carefully sound out the new word. 
"I am unfamiliar with that word." 

"Some part of me was expecting that actually, " said Levas, not 
surprised. "Well, to put it simply, biotics are a way to manipulate 
gravity fields. I would give you a demonstration but this room is a 
bit lacking in space." 

"Then let us go to Fifth hangar where the rest of your group is, " 
said Thel, starting for the door. Levas followed him and the two made 
their way through the door and down the hallway braced on both sides 
by a lance of Sangheili Honor Guard. Near the end of the hallway were 
two Crimson-armored Sangheili Majors, probably the ones who brought 
Captain Levas to him, and when Thel approached one of them said, 
"Should we take her back to Fifth Hangar Arbiter?" 

"I will take her myself, you two are dismissed," he said. The two 
Sangheili crossed an arm against their chest and bowed their head in 
the traditional salute and walked off down a curve in the 
hallway . 

Thel led the way through the ship towards an anti-grav lift station. 
Captain Levas walking quickly to keep up with his long strides and 
not get lost in these silver and purple alien passageways. The passed 
many Sangheili on their way, all of them pausing to salute the 
Arbiter, all dressed in varying colors of armor. Levas would have to 
remember to ask about what the colors signified. 

They reached the anti-grav lift station after a short walk, Levas 
remembered how her two Sangheili escorts said it was a small, private 
one only for use by those of high-rank. They stepped into an open car 
and the door _whooshed_ shut behind them, the car starting to move 
without even the slightest hint of acceleration felt by Levas. 

"So, Captain, " said Thel, "You described that the Asari at your 
mining colony were only there for a few reasons. Why were _you_ 
there? " 

Levas pursed her lips, trying to decide whether or not she wanted to 
get into this. Well, it's not like she had anything left to lose 
really. "I'm part of the Asari military, so I was assigned to be the 
Captain of the Guard there." 



"Hah. I have been in the military long enough to know that one does 
not get assigned guard duty on a _mining_ colony on the fringes of 
space without having angered someone higher up," said Thel. 

Levas smirked at him, saying, "I'd be lying if I said you were 
wrong . " 

"Well, what did you do?" 

"I have a sister who is aa€ 1 let's just say _very_ important figure 
in Asari politics. Her and I have never gotten along, I blame the age 
difference. We were born three hundred years apart so by the time she 
was already a Matriarch I was barely establishing myself as a Matron. 
I had always felt like she took my existence as a personal insult, as 
if my mother had thought that _her_ accomplishment s weren't good 
enough. I joined the Asari military to try and make a name for 
myself, took out a few of bandit outposts to get promoted to Captain, 
and then the next thing I know my next assignment is a permanent 
position as Captain of the Guard on some backwater mining planet. 
Forty years go by, those abominations attack and leave everyone save 
three-hundred or so Asari for dead, you guys come along, and now here 
we are . " 

"Forty years?" said Thel, "I am familiar with the length of the 
average Asari lifespan but still, that is quite a long time." 

"It would have been, because I had signed up for a century-long 
service. To think I could have spent a tenth of my life thereaC 1 Not 
that it wasn't exactly a _horrible_ position, I was the Captain of a 
laid-back police force more than anything, but it was certainly 
boring . " 

Their car came to a halt, the only sign of deceleration being the 
opening of the door. The two stepped out, Levas following Thel down a 
few hallways until they reached the open door into the spacious area 
of Fifth Hanger. 

Before returning to their ships the Sangheili had managed to lift a 
substantial amount of supplies from the mining colony, enough that 
the three-hundred Asari had managed to create a makeshift shanty-town 
using crates, boxes, cots, and other pieces of miscellaneous metal 
and equipment . 

There were a couple of lances of Sangheili Minors near the far side 
of the Hangar keeping watch on the Asari as they went about quietly 
talking, resting, or grieving for those that had been lost. Thel and 
Captain Levas started walking towards the center of the Hangar, and 
once the Sangheili caught sight of him they straightened to 
attention. Some of the Asari noticed Levas returning along with a 
Sangheili they haven't seen before and they tapped on shoulders or 
told people to look. Soon enough nearly all of the eyes in the Hangar 
were on Levas and Thel, Asari and Sangheili alike. 

Thel activated his communicator and keyed through the private command 
channels until he found the one of Ultra Rael 'Harum, the Sangheili 
who had lead the assault on the mining city against the Reapers. 

He sent it a ping and the reply was almost instant. _"Arbiter, I am 
here . " 



"Ultra 'Harum, I need you down at Fifth Hangar as soon as possible," 
said Thel. 

"_Of course Arbiter, I will be there right away . 

Thel closed the link and looked at Levas . "Now, show me these 
'biotics'. I wish to see if they would be as useful as you say they 
would . " 

"Sure," said Levas, looking around. "It would be easier if I had an 
object to demonstrate on thougha€ 1 " 

Thel spied a supply case a couple of dozen meters away and pointed to 
it, saying, "Would that do? An empty supply case." 

"That will do just fine," said Levas. 

Thel was about to order a couple of Sangheili to move the case closer 
but Levas raised her arm and her hand, as well as the crate, were 
suddenly surrounded by swirling blue auras. The case lifted off the 
ground and started to move towards them, Levas setting it back down 
about ten meters away. 

"First thing is first, this is a basic Throw, " she said, gathering 
another biotic aura around her hand. She threw out her hand at the 
case and a blue bolt shot out of her hand, quickly traversing the 
distance to the case and impacting it with a loud _thunk_, sending it 
tumbling back a few meters. 

Levas brought the case back to its starting position then said, "And 
now, a Pull . " 

Levas sent out another biotic projectile that slightly arced towards 
the case, and when it impacted it lifted the case in the air and 
started pulling it towards them. The Asari reset the case, preparing 
to showcase another technique. 

This time her biotic sphere impacted the case and expanded into a 
large swirling mass with a dark center. The case was lifted into the 
air and started circling around the center and Levas said, "A 
Singularity . " 

The Captain lifted the case from the Singularity higher into the air 
and then let it drop, but before it hit the Singularity again it 
became encased in a light-colored sphere, stopping in midair. 

"A Stasis Bubble. It immobilizes anything caught inside for a short 
period of time, inanimate of living. This version of the technique 
also allows for the target to take physical damage. Useful for 
freezing a target then shooting it while it's defenseless." 

The Singularity faded out along with the Stasis Bubble, and Levas 
biotically grasped the case and gently set it back on the 
ground . 

"In addition to utility, biotics can be used in a more defensive role 
as well, " said Levas, looking through the crowd of Asari for one of 
her soldiers. "Jani, could you come over here please? Bring your 
rifle. " 



The Asari that Levas had referred to stepped forwards from the front 
of the crowd, drawing her rifle from the magnetic holders on the back 
of her light, mostly cloth, armor. Once she was about a dozen meters 
away Levas motioned for her to stop. 

Holding out both of her hands the Asari Captain summoned a thin 
rectangular barrier in front of her then said, "Alright Jani, shoot 


The Arbiter's jaws widened slightly in surprise as he saw 'Jani' 
fired several shots from her rifle at Levas, the cracking reports 
echoing throughout the Hangar. Thel could see a faint ripples 
throughout Levas' barrier as the rifle rounds impacted it, but it 
held strong. 

Jani lowered her rifle, and Levas extended her barrier to a much 
larger area, enough to cover at least five Sangheili standing 
shoulder-to-shoulder . Levas lowered her arms and the barrier receded. 
"The barrier can be extended to cover a larger area, but at the cost 
of strength and the time that an Asari can hold it." 

"There is another barrier technique, but it is not as well-known as a 
standard two-dimensional barrier," continued Levas. She widened her 
stance, crossed her arms above her head, then threw them out to 
either side of her body. As she did a large blue half-sphere erupted 
from her arms and settled itself on the ground, the barrier giving 
off a slight hum. 

"This is a biotic sphere," said Levas, "It would be a full sphere, 
but it's been bisected by the floor. It's also one way in that you 
can shoot or send biotic attacks through the barrier at enemies 
outside of it, but _their_ attacks are blocked." 

"Now, one of the main offensive techniques a biotic uses is biotic 
explosions. Two separate techniques are required to detonate a biotic 
explosion, one that primes the target, and another that detonates it. 
There are several priming techniques, one of the most basic of which 
is a Warp . " 

Levas threw a small biotic sphere at the empty supply case and when 
it hit the impact area was speckled with blue energy. 

"If you looked closely, you would see that the Warp is actually 
disintegrating the surface of that case, although it does so pretty 
slowly. The technique by itself will weaken armored surfaces, but is 
much more valuable as a primer." Levas looked around the case quickly 
to make sure that no one was too close, then sent a biotic Throw at 
the primed case. 

The blue cannonball travelled quickly and impacted the case, 
detonating the primed warp into a large blue-black biotic explosion 
that completely obliterated all traces of the case save for a pile of 
dark ash scattered around the deck. 

Thel thought back to the fighting on the mining colony and how they 
had seen those same piles of ash. It made sense now, those ash piles 
must have been former Reaper troops before they were all but 
disintegrated by Asari biotics. 



"Impressive," said Thel, standing a bit away from Levas . The Asari 
gave him a small smile, and the Arbiter said, "So, Captain Levas, are 
you willing to fight the Reapers?" 

"Yes, " she responded quickly, "As long as it means I can take some 
revenge on what those monsters did to my home." 

"Ah, " said Thel, shaking his head, "You wish to fight, but not for 
the right reasons." 

"Right reasons? What do you mean?" said Levas, frowning. 

"This is not something that I can simply explain, you must experience 
it for yourself. Meld with me," said Thel. 

"Meld? With you?" asked Levas, the surprise evident in her tone. "I'm 
not sure if you're aware, but asking to meld with someone is kind of 
a big deal in Asari society." 

"I am well aware of the implications of a meld. Captain," said Thel, 
"But this is not standard 'Asari Society'. Reproduction is not the 
purpose of this meld." 

Levas bit her lip, trying to figure out if this was something she 
really wanted to do. _Ah, screw it_, she thought. "Alright, let's do 

it . " 

The Asari Captain stepped up close to Thel and said, "Are you 
ready? " 

Thel simply nodded, small orange-yellow eyes looking deep into Levas' 
own bright blues, preparing for the meld. 

"Embrace Eternity, " whispered Levas and both of her eyes turned solid 
black, linking together the minds of her and the towering 
Sangheili . 

The meld was over nearly the instant it was initiated and Levas 
physically recoiled away from Thel. She probably would have stumbled 
to the deck were it not for the strong hand of the Sangheili reaching 
out to steady her. 

"By the GoddessaCl" stammered out Levas, holding her head in both of 
her hands. If her body would have had its way she would be sitting on 
the floor right now but the four-fingered hand of the Arbiter was 
literally holding her upright by her uniform. 

"Do you understand now? Was our Sacred Mission made clear?" said Thel 
quietly into her ear. 

"Yes," all but gasped Levas. The images that she had just seen were 
unlike any memories that she had ever experienced from other melds. 
These were of such immense, otherworldly power that the memories had 
been seared into her consciousness , her very state of being, like a 
hot brand to the flank of an animal. 

She had heard the Voice, the holy commands of the Creators giving 
first the Sangheili and now her their new purpose in life. The Mantle 
was corrupted. The Keys needed to be recovered and delivered to the 
Reclaimers to allow for the Purification of the Mantle. There was no 



question, this was now the most pressing, most critical mission that 
she had ever been given. 

"Then I welcome you, as a Sister-in-Arms, " said Thel. "Now you know 
what I was speaking of. We will fight the Reapers, but not out of 
anger or for petty revenge. Rather, we will destroy those who impede 
the progress of the Sacred Mission." 

"Yes, I understand completely," said Levas . 

"The listen to this: If your Asari truly do wish to fight, then go 
amongst them and spread the Message that I have just spread to you. 
Show to them our Sacred Mission," commanded Thel. 

Levas nodded and made her way to the closest Asari, her fellow 
soldier Jani . Though they were out of earshot Thel could see the 
quick exchange of words between the two and Jani ' s very obviously 
apprehensive facial expression. However granting by the quick flash 
of completely black eyes between the two they had decided to meld 
anyway . 

Jani ' s reaction was much the same as her Captain's, but having 
expected what she would feel Levas was waiting to grab her to keep 
her from collapsing to the deck. After another few seconds of talking 
the two soldiers made their way towards the main grouping of Asari 
who had been watching the entire display with varying expressions of 
mostly confusion and concern. 

Out of the corner of his eye Thel saw a hint of white approaching, 
and upon turning his head he saw that Rael ' Harum was walking towards 
him . 

"Ah, Rael," said the Arbiter, "How long have you been here?" 

"Long enough to have seen the demonstration, " replied the Sangheili 
Ultra, referring to Levas' biotic display. 

"What did you think?" 

"I can certainly see the tactical usefulness of some of those 
techniques, especially the ones that act as protective barriers. I 
can also imagine there will be quite a few snipers and marksman who 
would appreciate their target being frozen in place like that. So 
Arbiter, why did you call me down here?" 

Thel flicked his head in the direction of the Asari, where Levas and 
Jani were starting to spread the Message to the rest via their unique 
mind melds. "The Asari miners wish to join us in our Mission." 

"Join us? Or simply try and take revenge on the Reapers who destroyed 
their way of life?" asked Rael, having the same doubts that Thel 
himself had when Levas had first told him. 

"Truly join us. Through what the Asari call a 'meld', I was able to 
show to Captain Levas The Message in the same pure, unadulterated 
form that it was shown to all of us Sangheili. There is no doubt that 
she is as loyal to the Mission as any one of us," said Thel. 

"And now, she is spreading the Message to all of the others?" asked 
Rael, pointing towards the large grouping of Asari. Due to the powers 



of multiplication The Message was starting to spread throughout the 
Asari miners like wildfire. 

"Yes. Soon they will all be willing to pursue the Keys," said Thel. 

He took his eyes off the Asari and looked to the Sangheili Ultra 
besides him, saying, "I want you to train these Asari Rael. Find out 
the most effective usage of these Asari biotics and how to best use 
them to benefit our Sangheili in combat. Turn them into loyal 
soldiers of The Mission and integrate them into your 
battalion . " 

"Hmm. Do any of them have any former military experience?" asked 
Rael . 

"Yes, but the four that do I will be taking myself integrate into my 
own two lances." 

"So, you are just going to leave me with these untrained miners 
then," jested Rael, mandibles spread in a smile. 

"Captain Levas told me that being physically fit was a requirement of 
their job, so that avenue shouldn't be a problem. She also said that 
they are all proficient in at least some of those biotic techniques 
that she showed earlier. Lastly, once they receive The Message they 
should all be extremely driven and willing to learn, " Thel 
said . 

"Oh, I have no doubt of their potential ability Arbiter. What I wish 
to know is, why chose me for this task? Other than a brief 
demonstration I gave at the Field Command Academy on Sanghelios about 
combined armor maneuvers a year ago, I have no real history in 
training soldiers. Let alone training a different species 
altogether . " 

"I care not for your relative inexperience in training. I chose you 
for this task because I believe you have great potential Rael, your 
battalion's performance against the Reapers showed me that much, " 
said Thel, "What I believe, being able to lead well directly 
translates to being able to teach well. If 'professional military 
teachers' like those back at the Academy had their way, it would be 
two months before these Asari had even learned basic Sangheili combat 
formations. We, no, _you _will be operating on a much shorter 
schedule . " 

"And how short would that be? Surely you do not mean for these Asari 
to be combat ready by the time we arrive at the next Key location?" 
asked Rael, skeptical. 

"No, of course not. I may be demanding, but I am not unreasonable. I 
would not expect such a miracle from you within the next three days. 
Ideally the most capable Asari would be ready to integrate with your 
combat lances by the time we are ready to retrieve the Third Key 
after this one. Then, the whole group of them would be ready by the 
Fourth Key at the latest," said Thel. 

"So a week? Two at the most?" asked Rael. 

"Yes," answered Thel. "Can you do this Rael?" 

"Absolutely," answered the Sangheili quickly. 



"That is what I wanted to hear," Thel said, nodding in approval. 

"I would ask one thing, to see if you agree," said Rael and Thel 
nodded at him to continue. "I would expect most of these Asari to be 
tired, both physically and mentally from the Reaper invasion and now 
their receiving of The Message. I feel that it would be wise to give 
them a few hours for sleep so that they may start their first day of 
training rested and refreshed." 

"They are your Asari to train now," said Thel. "If you feel that 
giving them more rest is the best course of action, then by all means 
let them have it. Be wary though of our rather limited time 
schedule . " 

Rael simply nodded and the two Sangheili sat in silence for a few 
minutes, continuing to watch as The Message was spread throughout the 
Asari ranks. It was amazing really, how quickly and eagerly the Asari 
took to the Sacred Mission once they had been exposed to the 
Precursor's Message. He wondered if any other species would be able 
to experience The Message, or if the Asari ' s unique ability to 
viscerally experience someone else's memories though their melds made 
them unique in that regard. 

After just a few more minutes it had seemed that every last Asari had 
received the Message, and Captain Levas made her way from deep within 
the ranks of her group back towards Thel. 

"It is done," she said, "The Message has been spread." 

"Very good," said Thel. "Captain, summon the other three members of 
your Asari Guard that made it off the planet." 

"Of course Arbiter, " said Levas, going to fetch the Asari in 
question . 

Meanwhile Rael started to slowly walk in the direction of the large 
grouping of Asari head swiveling back and forth, surveying them as if 
they were some rare, valuable minerals. 

By this point the four Asari Guard soldiers had come back and 
arranged themselves in front of Thel. "What is it you need from us?" 
asked Levas . 

"Now that your miners are truly devoted to our cause. Ultra ' Harum 
there is going to do his best to train them to a level where they can 
integrate into his battalion for combat," said Thel. "However since 
you four already have prior military experience I will be separating 
you from the mainstream group and having you integrate into my own 
two lances . " 

"What's different about your two lances?" asked an Asari whose name 
Thel didn't know, skin color a shade more purple than the other three 
Asari ' s varying pigments of blue. "And what is a lance 
anyway? " 

"What is your name?" asked Thel, curious. 

"Corporal D'avi," said the Asari in question. 



"Well Corporal D'avi, a lance is a military unit consisting of ten 
Sangheili. Unlike the standard rank-and-file lances like those found 
in Rael ' s battalion, mine are much more specialized. If you prove you 
can rise to the task you will be fighting alongside some of the most 
elite Sangheili warriors in the galaxy. We will be the spearhead in 
our search for the Keys, the ones who will actually physically 
retrieve them from their holding places." 

"It would be a great honor to pursue the Keys with such an 
established unit of warriors," said Levas . "What would we need to 
do?" 

Rael had started to address the main Asari group, his voice loud and 
commanding, echoing off the cavernous walls and ceilings of Fifth 
Hangar. Thel paused for a moment, listening to what he had to 
say . 

"Newly discovered Sisters of the Sacred Mission, I welcome you. I am 
Ultra Rael 'Harum, a battalion commander. It is my understanding that 
many of you wish to fight the enemies of the Path. It is also my 
understanding that many of you are capable in the usage of biotics, 
the likes of which were demonstrated by your Asari Captain a few 
moments ago, and sufficiently physically able. It is now my task to 
determine if that is indeed true and if it is, to give you the 
necessary military training needed to integrate into my combat 
battalion. However, I know that it has been a long, trying day for 
all of you, which is why I am going to give you a few more hours to 
get some well-deserved rest and sleep. Be prepared for a difficult 
day tomorrow. That is all. 

'Harum nodded, more to himself than anything, and proceeded to turn 
and make his way towards the exit to Fifth Hangar. Looking towards 
the Arbiter and catching his eye the Ultra gave a quick salute with 
his arm which Thel returned. 

"Do any of you have any personal belongings?" asked Thel, addressing 
the four Asari in front of him. The four soldiers looked amongst each 
other seeing if anyone would speak up, and none did. 

"Nothing really, other than the clothes and weapons we carried with 
us , " said Levas . 

"Well, you four should take ' Harum' s advice and get a few hours of 
sleep. Separate your bunks from the main group so that I can easily 
find them as I will be waking you earlier than the rest, " Thel 
said . 

"Of course Arbiter, " said Levas, nodding along with his 
request . 

"Very well," said Thel, "I will see you four in a short while, and 
then your training will begin in earnest." 
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><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review, and be sure to let me know what 
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18. Chapter 18: Proving Grounds Pt II 

**Author's Note: Hey everyone. Sorry for the long wait. Life and all, 
you know?** 

**Special thanks to my beta JonHarper and to my wonderful girlfriend 
(who in fact has **_**not **_**broken up with me) of two years 
now. ** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 18: Proving Grounds Pt 
I Kstrong> 

**CAS-Class Assault Carrier **_**Shadow of Intent**_ 

**Slipspace, En-Route to Second Key Location** 

Levas woke with a start, the first thing her eyes saw being the 
craning head of The Arbiter looking down upon her, his expression 
unreadable . 

"Wake up Captain," he said, his tone quieter than usual. Rubbing the 
sleep from her eyes with her hands Levas tossed off the blanket she 
had been sleeping under and swung her legs out from the cot onto the 
ground. She stood and stretched, watching as the Arbiter woke the 
other three Asari of her former Guard. 

As she was stretching Levas looked around the dark hangar, overhead 
lights greatly dimmed to allow the Asari some moderate darkness to 
sleep in. The Captain gazed over the small sea of cots and the 
sleeping figures of her fellow Asari, a few bodies here and there 
stirring from dreams or attemtping to get more comfortable. A couple 
more were awake and reading, bathed in the soft light blue of their 
datapads . 

She turned when she saw the Arbiter out of the corner of her vision, 
and he said to her, "Eollow me." 

The four Asari gathered their weapons they had been keeping near 
their cots and started after the large alien as he led them out of 
the Hangar and down the quiet hallways of the ship. Levas yawned, 
taking note of how empty the corridors were. When she had been 
walking first with her Sangheili escorts and then the Arbiter himself 
a few hours ago they were bustling with the activity of the various 
Sangheili purposefully moving to accomplish whatever their goals 
might have been. 

"These corridors are very quiet, " said Levas, voicing her 
thoughts . 

"Indeed," replied the Arbiter. "We are currently in slipspace, our 
form of Easter-Than-Light travel. No foe can reach us, so the 
majority of our warriors and crew are resting." 

," said Levas. "Well, where are we going now?" 


"Ah, of course 



"I am taking you four up to my private ready room where you will meet 
the Sangheili you will be fighting alongside. You will be assigned 
new armor, weapons, and gear. Then, your real training will 
begin . " 

The group continued the rest of the journey in silence, walking 
through the empty corridors of the _Intent_ until they reached a tram 
lift, then through more corridors and up various ramps and stairways 
higher into the ship. 

They finally reached a set of double doorways that when opened by the 
palm of the Arbiter revealed a medium-sized room populated by the 
jet-black armored forms of several Sangheili standing around quietly 
conversing. The walls of the room were lined by large lockers that 
followed the same kind of design principles like the rest of the 
ship, gracefully curved and ergonomic. 

The Arbiter entered the room, looking back at the Asari and motioning 
them to follow. The Sangheili inside the room stood to attention at 
the Arbiter's arrival and saluted him with arms crossed against their 
chests . 

Thel returned their salutes and said, "Brothers, allow me to the four 
newfound Sisters of the Sacred Mission who might henceforth be 
fighting alongside us in our search for the Keys." 

Having now fully entered the ready room Levas could clearly see the 
twenty imposing Sangheili taking pause from what they were doing and 
looking up and down the relatively small and lithe Asari. The doubt 
and apprehension on their faces needed little translating. 

"Most of us have been fighting together for several years so I do not 
believe that simple verbal introductions would be the best way to 
start off our integration, " Thel said. 

"I agree," said Levas, looking up at him. "What would you have us do 
instead? " 

"Go and meld with them, " said the Arbiter, his words causing more 
than a few Sangheili 's heads to peak up. "Show them that you are true 
disciples of the Sacred Mission. Show them that you are all capable 
warriors of confident character. Share any background information you 
feel comfortable revealing as well if you please. We have less than 
three days before we reach the next Key, and I have a strong feeling 
that the better we all know each other the smoother the training 
shall go . " 

One of the Sangheili near the front of the group spoke up, asking, 
"What is this you speak of Arbiter? A 'meld'?" 

"I would try and describe it N'Tho," said the Arbiter, glancing down 
to Levas, "Although another could likely could explain the process 
better than I could." 

"Right," said Levas, straightening up and clearing her throat. All 
twenty-four pairs of eyes in the room where on her and the Asari 
Captain couldn't help but the tell-tale tinge of nervousness creeping 
into her stomach. _There is no need to be worried_, the rational part 
of her mind told her. _The Sangheili have been nothing but hospitable 



to the Asari, and now that the Sacred Path had been revealed to her 
they were all Brothers-in-Arms 

"A meld is something that Asari can do that will link together the 
minds of her and her chosen partner. Though it is mainly used for 
reproductive purposes a meld can also be used to share memories, 
experiences, and thoughts between the two involved, " she 
explained . 

"Sharing ones memories with anothera€ 1 " said the same Sangheili who 
had spoken up previously, N'tho was his name she remembered. 

"Couldn't such a thing be done simply by talking?" 

"Of course, but doing so through a meld is much more visceral. When 
being shown the experiences of your partner it is as if you were 
really there when it happened, experiencing it for yourself, " 
explained Levas . "I suspect that it is because of that reason why we 
all are on the Sacred Mission, as through my meld with Thel Vadam we 
were able to truly receive The Message in the same way that each of 
you did . " 

"I see. I am still wary however, what if I have memories that I would 
not like to share?" asked N'tho. 

"There is no need to worry about snooping, if that's what you're 
wondering," assured Levas. "The only things that are shared during 
the meld are what the individuals themselves wish to share. It is 
entirely a matter of choice, we cannot go into your mind and view 
memories you don't want us to see. Anyone with a strong will can 
prevent us from seeing that which they do not wish us to see" 

That wasn't entirely accurate but Levas had no intention of mentally 
interrogating the Sangheili warriors. She had to establish some form 
of rapport and trust and this was the fastest way. She just had to 

present it in a way they would find acceptableaC 1 even if it was a bit 

of a half truth. 

"Well, that puts my mind at ease," said N'Tho. "And if you have the 
Arbiter's trust then you have mine as well. Now if you please, I 

would like to experience what one of your melds is like 

firsthand . " 

"Absolutely," said Levas, giving the Sangheili a small smile. She 
looked back to the other Asari and gave a small hand gesture for them 
to join her. 

The Arbiter stood back and watched as the four Asari made their way 
through the Sangheili, melding with each and everyone of them. Though 
the Asari probably didn't recognize the change in the Sangheili 's 
facial expressions after they melded for the first time, Thel 
certainly did. 

Their expressions changed from ones of mostly wary curiosity to ones 
of both acceptance and understanding. Through the melds the Asari and 
his Sangheili learned each others names, personalities, histories, 
and more. Information that would have taken several days or even 
weeks to learn otherwise was shared in instants. 


The four Asari melded with Thel as well. There was Teva Janissa, 

' Jani ' for short, a Sergeant who had followed Captain Levas when she 



got reassigned to the mining colony. An middle-aged Matron but a 
capable, veteran NCO with two centuries of military 
service . 

Corporal Leigh D'avi, a former mercenary who left her organization in 
favor of the more structured, much less scrupulous Asari military. 
Nearing Matron age herself, her combat style favored the fast-paced 
and aggressive use of biotics. 

Private Rascha Vaya, who was born and raised on the mining colony of 
Larissa and who enlisted with the Guard as soon as she was able too. 
Still a young Maiden she barely had any combat experience other than 
the Reaper invasion, but she had a remarkable aptitude when it came 
to biotics. Her raw talent was undoubtedly what kept her alive when 
the Reapers attacked. 

Then of course was Captain Levas . Thel more or less already knew her 
background and had no need to see if she truly was a disciple of the 
Sacred Mission, as he was the one that transmitted The Message to her 
in the first place. Instead Thel just learned Levas' first name, 
Erissa, and saw that Levas wanted to know more about _him_. More 
specif ically , his role and history in the military and what his title 
of 'Arbiter' actually meant. 

So, Thel showed her. Through their meld Thel shared the major 
memories of his service in the Covenant. His journey to become a 
Fleetmaster, the debacle at the first Halo, his introduction to the 
horrors that were the Flood, the stripping of his rank by the False 
Prophets due to his loss of the first Halo, and his literal 
'branding' as the Arbiter of their will. 

His mission against the Sangheili Heretic that had resulted in the 
first seeds of doubt being sown in his mind and the discovery and 
subsequent fighting on Delta Halo. The Betrayal of the Brutes, and 
his slaying of the traitorous Tartarus. Then his campaign on the 
surface of Earth against the Prophet ' s forces and later the Flood on 
both the Human world and the Ark. 

His silencing of the Prophet of Truth, his escape from the 
destruction of the Ark and his return to Sanghelios. The immediate 
thrust into another war, this one a civil one between those Sangheili 
who still believed the Prophets lies and those who did not. 

As the meld ended Levas visibly recoiled, and rightfully so as well. 
She had just learned a large portion about the Covenant and its 
troubled past and present, all in the real-time span of a couple of 
seconds. Thel offered a hand to steady her, but Levas quickly 
regained her bearings and waved him off. 

"WowaC 1 " she said quietly, "That was - a lot to process." 

"You asked, so I showed," replied the Arbiter simply. 

Levas still looked deep in thought, but as Thel looked around the 
room it seemed that the other three Asari had finished melding with 
all of his Sangheili. Rather than separate themselves like they did 
when they first met the Asari now stood within the Sangheili ranks, 
displaying the newfound comfort amongst each other that came with 
intimate knowledge of ones personality. 



"Have you melded with each Sangheili?" asked Thel, addressing Levas . 
She nodded in the affirmative and Thel said, "Very good. Now, we will 
fit you with your new armor." 

"Armor?" questioned Rascha Vaya, "We don't usually wear armor. Biotic 
barriers can do the job just as well." 

"Can you use your biotics while wearing armor?" asked Thel, genuinely 
curious . 

"Yes, but most standard armors are too bulky or restricting to allow 
for effective biotic usage," answered Levas. "Armor for biotics needs 
to allow for a large range of movement and can't be too heavy. Using 
biotics requires a lot of energy, so the lighter the armor the 
better. Puts less strain on the wearer." 

Sergeant Janissa added her opinion to the conversation, saying, "The 
problem is, the armor sets that can do what Levas mentioned correctly 
are among some of the most expensive in the galaxy. On Terissa the 
only armor we could have afforded was standard human combat armor, 
which did neither of those things. So, we just decided to go with 
full-body biotic barriers over our uniforms. It worked just fine for 
your typical day-to-day guard duty, but when those monsters showed up 
and started trashing the colony we just weren't ready for their kind 
of firepower." 

"I see," said the Arbiter. "Well I can assure you that your armor 
will be both lightweight and flexible, and will not cost you 
anything. N'tho, call the Huragok. You four, follow me." 

Thel lead the four Asari through the group of Sangheili towards a 
corner of the ready room. He gestured to a grouping of four lockers 
and said, "These four lockers belong to you. Choose one by placing 
your hand on the imprint pad." 

The Asari did as they were told, the security device scanning their 
hand and coding the locks to their individual handprints. As they did 
so the locker doors slid open, revealing four large sets of jet-black 
armor hung up inside. To the side of the armor hung an equally black 
thin suit which Levas guessed accompanied the armor. 

Levas looked back to the Sangheili and then back to the armor inside 
of the locker, making the connection. "Is this the same model of 
armor all of you are wearing?" Thel nodded, and Levas continued with, 
"They look a little big." 

"Indeed they would be, but we have a way to remedy that," said the 
Arbiter . 

Levas was about to ask what he meant by that, but her attention was 
captured by a new being that floated into the room from what she 
guessed was a large ventilation shaft. Levas immediately compared the 
creature to a Hanar, as it came to a standstill hover above the 
ground and had four long tentacles hanging loosely at its sides. 
Unlike the translucent Hanar however this creature had several dark 
colored bumps covering its round body. She counted three black eyes 
on each side of its small, elongated head that was tilted to look at 
the four Asari. She could not help but feel an aura of serene 
innocence coming from the being. 



"Usze, N'tho, take the men to the Combat Simulator and run them 
through some basic drills. The Asari and I will be along shortly," 
ordered Thel. The two Sangheili answered him with salutes and led 
their two lances out of the ready room. The Arbiter gestured towards 
the Huragok, saying, "This is a Huragok. Their main job is upkeep and 
maintenance of our ships, among many other things. They are some of 
our most treasured, and capable, crewmembers." 

"Does it have a name?" asked Corporal D ' avi . 

_[I am called 'Adequately Balanced' ]_ 

Thel could tell that the Huragok ' s speech took the Asari by surprise, 
probably because the Huragok didn't have a mouth that it moved. 

Rather it 'spoke' via a translation program transmitting through a 
small speaker below its mouth. 

"Adequately Balanced?" said Levas, "That's an interesting 
name . " 

_[We are given our names based on our buoyancy. When I was 
constructed it was found that I was adequately balanced. Thus, my 
name . ] _ 

The Huragok gestured towards the stock of the rifle peeking out from 
over Levas' shoulder. _[Your weapon, it is not familiar to me. Could 
I examine it?]_ 

Levas looked to Thel and asked, "Should I?" 

"Huragok are also very curious when it comes to new technology, " said 
Thel. "There is no harm in letting it take a look." 

Levas shrugged and withdrew the weapon from her back, holding it out 
to Adequately Balanced. The Huragok took the rifle into its four 
tentacles and spun it around, six eyes examining the weapon with what 
Levas thought was a critical gaze. Then, in a display that caused 
Levas' jaw to drop in amazement, the end of Adequately Balanced' 
tentacles split into hundreds of thousands of tiny cilia and 
proceeded to break down and reassemble the rifle at a microscopic 
level in a matter of seconds. 

Adequately Balanced handed the rifle back to Levas and said, 

_ [Fascinating technology. The element that is used to create the 
alternating gravitational fields that allow the projectile to be 
accelerated at such velocities, what is it called?]_ 

"We call it Element Zero, " answered Levas, still in wonder from what 
she just saw the Huragok do. 

_[Element Zero. Noted. I have improved both the magazine capacity and 
accuracy of your rifle by optimizing heat dissipation and removing 
barrel irregularities .] _ 

"Uh, thanks," said Levas, running her hands over the Phaeston Rifle. 
She noticed that it felt lighter and more ergonomically in her hands 
as well before returning it to the magnetic plates on her 
back . 

"Adequately Balanced will now fit you for your armor, " said 



Thel . 


The Huragok floated towards the Asari ' s lockers and they parted to 
allow it to pass. Stopping in front of Captain Levas ' locker 
Adequately Balanced took the black bodysuit into two of its tentacles 
and splayed it out, showing just how big the Sangheili were compared 
to the Asari. 

The Huragok lowered the garment to get a good view of Levas and said, 
_[Stand still please. ]_ 

It floated in a circle around her, elongated head traversing up and 
down as it calculated her body measurements. After two full rotations 
the Huragok halted, and then grasped the bodysuit in all four of his 
appendages. Adequately Balanced spent about a dozen seconds breaking 
down and rebuilding the suit until he was satisfied. When it finished 
it held out the modified body suit to Levas, the suit looking much 
more like it would fit the Asari ' s figure. 

_[Are my measurements correct?] _asked the Huragok. 

"Well I'd have to try it on first," said Levas, glancing at Thel in a 
'_could you give us some privacy look that the Sangheili got 
quickly, despite being of different species. 

"I will be waiting just outside. Balanced, let me know when you are 
finished with their armor suits. Follow any instructions they have 
when it comes to customization," said Thel. 

_ [Affirmative . ] _ 

Thel stepped out to give the women some privacy, and it wasn't too 
long before the door slid open and Adequately Balanced head popped 
out. _[I have finished. ]_ 

The Arbiter nodded and stepped back into the ready room, seeing four 
newly armor-clad Asari shuffling around getting used to their new 
gear. "Now you look like proper warriors." 

Levas looked at him, and Thel could see her navigating her various 
HUD elements through the clear helmet visor. "This is a fancy suit," 
she said. "Motion tracker, shields, aiming assistance uplinks, 
eye-activated comms control, real-time squadmate viewsa€ 1 " 

"The tactical pad on your wrist can bring up an overhead map or 
imaging scans taken from orbital or aerial craft as well, " mentioned 
Thel . 

"And tailor-made to each of us," said Sergeant Jani . "An armor set 
like this could cost someone at least half a million credits back in 
Asari space." 

"Consider it a gift," said Thel. "Are any of you having any trouble 
with navigating the suit systems?" 

"Jani and I both have experience with armor suites similar to this 
one," said Levas. Tilting her head in the direction of D ' avi and Raya 
she continued with, "Those two might need some time to get used to it 
though . " 



"We'll figure it out," D ' avi assured, "Adequately Balanced luckily 
made the whole thing pretty intuitive." 

His requested work complete, the Huragok had already departed the 
room, no doubt going to some other part of the ship in his 
never-ending drive to maintain the _Shadow of Intent_. When Thel had 
said that the Huragok were their most treasured crewmembers he truly 
meant it. With the dissolution of the Covenant many Huragok chose to 
abandon their posts of often time forced labor. Where they had gone 
Thel had no clue, but the precious few who remained became more 
valuable than the ships that they used to maintain. 

The reason for this was that for thousands of years the Sangheili 
race had been more or less bred for a singular purpose: Combat. The 
drive to create the perfect society of warriors had all but 
extinguished the Sangheili fields of Science and the Humanities, from 
the most advanced engineering practices to the simplest of farming 
techniques . 

While sure, the Arbiter had the most capable and elite cadre of 
warriors, ships, and shipmasters he could hope for to spearhead the 
search for the Keys, without a way to maintain and repair their 
vessels they would likely be dead in space after only a short time. 
This was slowly changing as the Sangheili under Thel ' s orders were 
trying diversifying their fields of expertise to ones other than 
warfare. There would always be a need for warriors they desperately 
needed engineers, scientists, artisans and poets. These would be the 
first steps in addressing their weakened state as a people, but it 
was quiet the long road ahead. 

"It also upgraded all of our weapons in some way or another. Pretty 
nice of it to do so," said Private Raya. 

"That reminds me of something I have been meaning to ask, " started 
Thel. "Do you have adequate ammunition for your weapons? At least for 
our next operation." 

"Yeah, I saw a few crates worth of thermal clips that were brought up 
along with the other supplies. Enough for a couple of months by my 
estimate," said Levas . 

"That is good. We have weapons that we can train you on, but that 
would just add another layer on top of what we already need to teach 
you. If you can just use the weapons you're comfortable with that 
would be preferable." 

"Of course," said Levas. 

"Come, let us make our way to the secondary training facility. The 
rest of the team is waiting for us, " said Thel, starting for the 
doors. The four Asari followed after him, still giving the occasional 
arm swing or leg kick as they continued to get adjusted to their new 
armor . 

While Jani, D'avi, and Raya stayed to the rear Levas quickened her 
pace to fall in besides Thel. Peering upwards towards the Arbiter she 
asked, "I noticed that we all have these small silver-grey rectangles 
just above our right breastplates. What does that signify?" 

"Those are your rank squares," said Thel. "Since you will be working 



alongside Special Operations Sangheili you have all been assigned the 
rank of 'Operative'. It is the lowest rank within the Special 
Operations Group but will serve to legitimize your positions aboard 
this ship and the fleet. You will not be able to order anyone around, 
but you will not be ordered around either unless it is by me or the 
other Sangheili you will be fighting alongside." 

"I see," said Levas, nodding in understanding. 

"Consider it a promotion," said Thel. "Certainly better than the 
other three hundred Asari. When _they_ have been trained they will 
start out as Minors, the lowest rank in the Sangheili 
military . " 

Their destination was not much farther down the long sloping 
corridors of the ship, and Levas guessed they had reached their 
destination when they passed through a set of open double-wide doors 
that revealed a room a little lesser in area than the hangar the 
Asari had been put in. 

In the center of the featureless room she could see the Sangheili 
from the ready room running through hand-to-hand combat drills in 
pairs, save for two Sangheili that were walking around, observing. As 
Thel motioned for them to continue towards the group Levas continued 
to watch the sparring and was surprised to discover how quick and 
agile the Sangheili were, given their large size. The strikes and 
counter strikes, throws, rolls, and finishers they were throwing at 
each other were simple yet powerful. There was nothing fancy or 
eye-pleasing, just as it should be in Levas' eyes. In close quarters 
combat you simply didn't have the time needed to pull of that seven 
step disarm-body throw. You needed to be swift and deadly, less your 
opponent get the advantage. 

One of the Sangheili that was watching the sparring noticed as Thel 
and the Asari arrived and motioned to the other. An order was given 
which caused the Sangheili to stop their sparring and as the main 
group gathered themselves the two overseers both began to make their 
way towards Thel. 

"Asari, you remember N'tho Sraom and Usze ' Taham, " said Thel, 
gesturing to each of the two Sangheili as he mentioned them. "N'tho 
is the leader of First Lance, and Usze is the leader of Second Lance. 
They will be your direct superiors." 

N'tho and Usze both gave the Arbiter a arm-across-chest salute and 
nodded their heads in acknowledgement of the four Asari. 

"Operative Levas, Operative Vaya, you two are hereby assigned to 
First Lance under the command of Officer 'Sraom. Operative Janissa, 
Operative D'avi, you are assigned to Second Lance under the command 
of Officer 'Taham," said Thel. The reasoning for his choices of who 
went were simple: he wanted to balance the amount of biotic 
experience within each lance as best he could. That is why he paired 
the most experienced of the group, former Captain Levas, with the 
least experienced, former Private Vaya. The same reasoning followed 
for Janissa 's and D ' avi ' s grouping. 

"Now, let us see how quickly you can learn," said Thel. "'Sraom, 
demonstrate formations." 



"Of course," responded 'Sraom. Looking towards the Asari he started, 
"Welcome to N'tho's crash course in basic Sangheili combat 
formations . " 

The Special Operations Officer walked towards his Lance, who had 
arranged themselves in a horizontal line, and took his place in the 
middle of it. "The lance is one of the more specialized combat units 
that we have fielded throughout the centuries. Typically, one or two 
Sangheili lead a file which is made up of them and several other 
aliens like Unngoy or Kig-Yar. However, a lance is comprised of ten 
Sangheili, certainly not an insignificant amount of men and 
firepower. The numbers of a lance allows for different combat 
situations to be approached in a multitude of ways. This is where 
formations come in. Different formations can and will be used for 
different instances, depending on the strengths and weaknesses of the 
formation . " 

"For example, what you see now is the basic Standard Formation, " said 
N'tho. He gestured towards his lance, who were all standing 
relatively near each other. "In this formation we stay together, move 
together, and fight together. This is the formation from which all 
others branch off of. To keep things simple, we use number 
nomenclature for the majority of our formations." 

"When two Sangheili split off from the main formation it is called an 
8-2 formation. When four do, it is called a 6-4." As he said the 
formations the Sangheili of both First and Second Lance separated 
into the respective callouts to demonstrate them to the 
Asari . 

"Those that split off can either maneuver alone, as pairs, or as a 
smaller group in the 6-4. An even 5-5 split is simply called Split 
formation. The Split formation can fragment even further into a 4-1 
or a 3-2. When the entire lance splits into pairs it is simply 
called, 'Pairs'. When we all split off by ourselves it is called a 
'Break' formation," said 'Sraom. "That may not seem very complicated, 
but that's exactly the way we want it. In combat simplicity is more 
important than many think. It also makes everything easier to 
memorize . " 

"So, where do we fit into these formations?" asked Levas . 

"Myself, Officer ' Taham, and the Arbiter discussed this a great 
deal," said 'Sraom. "You four are to be glued to me. Officer 'Taham, 
and our second-in-commands Officer 'Visan and Officer ' Zal at all 
times. As a result, whatever part of a formation we are a part of, 
you will be too. Even in the event of a Break formation, you will 
stick with us . " 

For the rest of the day they went over formations, movement within 
those formations, basic and advanced open-field tactics, and other 
various techniques over and over and over again until they were all 
but perfected. To their credit the Asari were quick learners, no 
doubt their previous military experience helped in that aspect. 

By the second and third days they moved into more realistic combat 
scenarios, learning that their training space was actually an 
advanced terrain generating environment that worked by using 
realistic holograms and modifying the actual floor of the room. 



They practiced fighting in open fields, close-quarters indoor 
environments, urban sprawl, heavy woodlands, and most of all, snowy, 
mountainous territory. The reason for that being that was the typical 
climate of the planet they were travelling too. 

It was during this time when they determined how exactly Asari 
biotics would benefit the Lance. After the demonstration of several 
powers and their implementations into combat exercises the Arbiter, 
N'tho, and Usze came to the conclusion that their Asari ' s biotics 
should be mainly used as defensive and/or crowd control options. 
Singularities, Stasis Bubbles, Pulls, staggering Throws and armor 
weakening Warps all offered prime chances for the highly trained, 
heavily armed Sangheili to wreak havoc amongst the vulnerable 
targets . 

The fact that the typical biotic explosions had the potential to do 
as much damage as their infantry-borne heavy weapons was not lost on 
the three commanding Sangheili as well. 

When they were eight hours from their destination the Arbiter halted 
their training, satisfied with the length that the Asari had 
progressed when it came to integrating into his two Lances. Confident 
that they would perform admirably in the upcoming Retrieval, Thel 
resigned himself to a much needed deep sleep... 

•:k ^ ^ 


><pXstrong>Separat 1st Sangheili CAS-Class Assault Carrier, 

<strong>_* *Shadow of Intent**_ 

**Noveria, Pax System, Horse Head Nebula** 

"System information coming onscreen Shipmaster." 

From his chair R'tas nodded at the notification by a Sangheili 
bridgeman and made sure the orbital drone screen had been dispatched, 
closely watching as new information materialized on the large 
holoscreen splayed out in front of him. It was a four-planet system 
with a yellow sun smaller than that of Sol and as additional data 
started filtering in he quickly focused on the only planet that they 
had arrived right over from slipspace. It was the only planet that 
had some sparse space traffic going to and from the surface and the 
tuning-fork like Mass Relay, and the only one that had detectable 
build-ups of civilization. Specif ically , a spaceport and several 
small-to-medium sized bases scattered throughout a large mountain 
range circling the northern pole. After a moment of further study he 
found there was another isolated center near the equator. 

"Any sign of the Reapers?" asked R'tas to the bridge crew. 

"No Shipmaster, just small spacecraft that were already in-system 
when we arrived," replied another bridgeman. 

"How small? And what are they doing?" 

"None larger than a hundred meters. Most that were closer to the 
planet have turned back, but some are making for the Mass Relay along 
with the few ships that were closest to that as well." 


R'tas nodded, it made sense. Their presence would have been noted 



almost instantly upon their transition to real space. Depending on 
their positioning ships would either try and break for the Relay or 
back to the planet and its assumed safety. "Notify me if anything 
larger than that shows up." 

"Shipmaster, we're receiving an incoming communicat ion . I've traced 
its origin back to the spaceport, " alerted the bridge communicat ions 
officer . 

"Let it play," said R'tas, and the bridge speakers came to life with 
the sound of a human female's voice. 

"_Attention unidentified vessels, you are trespassing in the 
privately chartered territory of the Noveria Development Corporation. 
State your business. 

The voice behind the communicat ion tried its best to sound 
intimidating and commanding, but R'tas could easily detect the slight 
wavers in her speech. He guessed that the woman was scared, or at 
least a little off-put, by the sudden and unannounced arrival of 
their six-strong group of relatively gigantic warships. 

"Shall we respond Shipmaster?" asked the communicat ions 
officer . 

R'tas nodded and the communicat ions officer pressed some holographic 
keys to open a link. 

"Noveria Development Corporation official, this is the commander of 
this ship group. We have urgent business that must be attended to on 
the surface of your planet. Your cooperation in this matter would be 
much appreciated" he said. 

"_Commander, our cooperation is not given. You do not have permission 
to conduct any type of 'business' on our planet. Leave now or the 
appropriate authorities will be contacted and retaliatory measures 
will be enacted. How copy?"_ 

R'tas frowned. He had a feeling that it would turn out this way. 
"While your concern for your planetary interests is understandable, 
it will not stop us. I _highly _recommend that you do not trifle with 
us. Leave us be for the short duration of our stay and no harm will 
come to you. This is your only warning." 

The shipmaster closed the link and looked over the data on the 
holoscreen in front of him. "How long until we have eyes above our 
mission site?" 

"The orbital drone will be in positionaCl now." 

The feed from the drone popped into life in the corner of his 
holoscreen and with the tap of a finger he maximized it to fill the 
majority of the space available. He then pressed his mandibles 
together in a frown. 

The site of the Door was _supposed_ to be at the Northern side of a 
medium-sized clearing surrounded on all sides by high, jagged 
mountain peaks which would have made the site accessible by air is 
what the Transmittance had showed them. However, all he saw upon 
closer inspection was a huge mass of what looked to be snow, rock. 



and ice covering where the Door should have been. 


He started to cycle through the drone's different camera setting but 
found nothing of interest. _Where is the Door? It should be 
herea€ 1 _ 

"Move us in closer. Have our sensor suite focus on the site where the 
Door should be, I want a deep scan of the area." 

The _Shadow of Intent _lumbered as it started to move and R'tas keyed 
in a channel to Thel. 

"Arbiter, there is a problem, " he said as the channel opened. 

"_What kind of problem?" _responded Thel. 

"Drone scans are not showing any sign of the Door in the location the 
Transmittance showed it would be." 

"_And what is there instead? "_ 

"Some large buildups of snow, rock, and ice. I am currently moving 
our ships to take place directly above the location so that the 
_Intent_ can perform a deep scan, which will be able to pierce 
through the surface and determine if the Door is there or 
not . " 

"_And if it isn't?" _asked the Arbiter. 

"Well, hopefully it won't come to that," said R'tas. If that was the 
case, then that also meant that the Transmittance had lied to them. 

"I will notify you as soon as I find out." 

It only took a couple of minutes to get into position and soon the 
Assault Carrier's much more powerful sensor suite was busy performing 
the deep scan that would penetrate through the obstructions. The 
three dimensional imaging that returned from the scan was building up 
on R'tas' holoscreen, and his interest was piqued when he saw that 
there was a structure buried underneath all the snow and rock on the 
surface . 

A very _large_ structure at that. The scan revealed multiple levels 
and an area about the size of a CRS-Class Cruiser at three hundred 
meters in length. He re-opened the link with the Arbiter and said, 
"Thel, the deep scan has revealed a large structure about as large as 
a CRS-Class buried underneath the surface." 

"_A structure? Is it Precursor?" _asked Thel. 

"I do not believe so. It should have been revealed in the 
Transmittance if it was," reasoned R'tas. 

"_Could it be inside the structure? It seems too convenient that this 
structure would be in the exact position the Door is supposed to 
be . 

"Possibly," mused R'tas. 

"_Can you tell if the structure is inhabited or not?"_ 



"I do not believe so. There is no evidence of entrances or exits to 
and from the structure and the surface, and the deep scan did not 
reveal any sort of thermal activity that would signify either power 
sources or personnel activity. 

"_So, possibly inactive or even abandoned, yet buried underneath the 
surfacea€ 1 why?"_ 

"I am not sure. We will still need to find out either way." 

"_How do you propose we get into this structure? Excavation? It is 
certainly an area which we have familiarity with after alla€l"_ 

"We could, but that would take longer than I am comfortable waiting. 

A low-intensity strike from the ventral energy projector would 
accomplish the same thing in much less time," said R'tas. 

"_The ventral energy projector?" _asked Thel, the skepticism evident 
through the transmission. 

"It will most likely damage the structure, but not any Precursor ones 
that might be further hidden within. We both know that no weapon we 
possess would be capable of destroying the Key." 

"_If you think it is the best course of action," _said Thel. _"My 
lances are armed, armored, and aboard our Phantoms. Just give the 
word . "_ 

"Of course Arbiter. I will contact you shortly." R'tas closed the 
link and spoke to his bridge crew, "Prepare the ventral energy 
projector. Target the southernmost outer corner of the buried 
structure at our lowest energy level, just enough to blast through 
the surface." 

The _Intent _was ready to fire shortly and with a nod towards the 
waiting weapons officers gave the order to fire. At its lowest 
intensity the vibration of the beam wasn't felt through the deck like 
it would have been at its highest power, yet R'tas was able to see 
the beam impact through the camera feed of the drone above the site 
well enough. 

The beam, red and blue instead of pure white due to the atmosphere it 
was knifing through, blasted through the rock and ice easily, along 
with most of the southern corner of the structure hidden 
underneath . 

Since it had retreated to a safe distance it took a couple of minutes 
for the drone to get back into a position where it could closely 
examine the site, and when R'tas saw that there was a clear opening 
within the structure that lead into the inside he keyed in Ultra 
'Harum's communicator . 

"Ultra 'Harum, an opening has presented itself. I am sending you the 
coordinates of the landing zone now. Once you have dropped in and 
secured the landing zone I will send down the Arbiter and his two 
lances so they can perform the Retrieval." 

"_Understood Shipmaster. We will start our drop now."_ 


R'tas watched as the forty-one drop pods rocketed away from the 



Assault Carrier towards the exposed structure and landed amongst the 
wreckage created by the energy projector strike, hoping that they 
wouldn't have to go through the same ordeals that they did when 
retrieving the First Key. 
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><p>The Arbiter stepped out of the Phantom to where ' Harum and his 
Rangers were dug in, some sort of mess hall he assumed based on the 
myriad of long tables and chairs that had been repurposed into 
makeshift barriers alongside of standard portable energy 
barriers . <p> 

He quickly spotted Rael 'Harum conversing with two of his 
sub-commanders, adorned in the same sealed Ranger armor as the 
Sangheili he was leading. However, to signify his rank as Ultra 
instead of the pastel white of the standard Rangers his armor was a 
brighter white with purple accents near the edges. Much like his 
standard Ultra armor, but with an enclosed helmet and a jetpack 
attached to the upper back armor. 

Rangers had been chosen to secure the landing zone instead of 
mainline troops not because their jetpacks would be particularly 
useful within the base, but rather if something went wrong the 
Rangers would be able to evac by jetting upwards to the surface 
through the hole that was created by the _Shadow of Intent_. 

"Fill in the line," said Thel to his unit as he approached 'Harum, 
and they did so. 

"Arbiter," acknowledged 'Harum, foregoing the typical salute he would 
give due to the fact that they were in a potential combat zone. "We 
have secured this hall and the rooms surrounding it." 

"Any activity?" 

"None so far. It appears that this research base's power is offline. 
No lights, and no heat." 

Thel quickly checked his HUD readout and saw that the outside 
temperature was well below freezing. Inside of his armor with its 
automatic temperature regulation he didn't feel the biting cold. It 
was also quite dark. Light was flooding in from the sizable hole that 
the _Shadow of Intent_ had blasted through the rock and ice in order 
to allow them entrance, but not even a dozen meters into the 
structure the black, inky darkness had to be penetrated by the bright 
beams of Sangheili helmet headlamps. 

"Research base?" asked Thel, curious as to why the Ultra referred to 
the structure as such. 

'Harum gestured for Thel to follow him and directed him towards a 
close by wall which upon closer inspection had a large map of what 
Thel assumed was the whole facility. As the Arbiter studied it 
diligently his helmet's software recorded the floor plans and 
constructed a HUD-accessible map which was distributed to the rest of 
his team. 

"See here, the lettering above this map says, 'Cerberus Research 
Base: Abominable.'" said 'Harum. "Or, at least that is what I believe 



it says. When it comes to English your reading skills are likely 
better than mine." 

"No, you are correct, " said the Arbiter, checking for himself. 

"Levas, does the name 'Cerberus' mean anything to you?" 

Standing behind a portable energy barrier, the Asari took a second to 
respond to Thel ' s inquiry and he could see as she cocked her head 
that her helmet tilted to one side. "Cerberus? The name's familiaraCl 
I'm pretty sure they're some kind of Human separatist group, but I 
can't say I know much more unfortunately. They stayed out of Asari 
space . " 

"HmmmaCl" said Thel. "Anyone else?" 

He was met by negatives in some form or another by the other three 
Asari as well. That didn't exactly help, but he can't say that he was 
expecting a comprehensive explanation on what this 'Cerberus' was or 
why it had a base right where the Key was supposed to be. 

"So, this structure is a research base of some kind. But what could 
they have possibly been researching?" continued the Arbiter. "There 
is nothing that could have realistically been gained from studying 
the Door or the chamber the Key is contained ina€ 1 not that they 
would have been able to open the Key's safe and access it 
anyway . " 

' Harum shrugged. "I am not sure Arbiter. Whatever they were doing 
must have not been very successful judging by the status of the base 
right now . " 

The Arbiter shook his head slightly, saying, "Typically a failed 
research project just results in a decommissioning, not burying the 
entire structure a kilometer underground. Something is not right 
here . " 

"I have the same feeling," said 'Harum. 

The Arbiter took another look at the map, focusing on a large, open 
area on one side of the base that had a much greater area than most 
other rooms he could see. If this base truly was built around 
studying what the Precursors had left behind, than that is where he 
guessed it would be. 

"If I had to guess, the Key is in this large room right here," said 
Thel, pointing towards the space on the physical map so 'Harum could 
see as well. He also took special note of two larger rooms labelled 
'Hangar' and 'Project Storage'. "We will make our way towards it and 
investigate these rooms we pass along the way to see if we cannot 
figure out what transpired here." 

'Harum saw as the rooms on the path towards the Arbiter's destination 
were highlighted to show that he intended to search and clear them. 
Nodding, he said, "I will keep a force to secure our exfiltration 
point and send out roving patrols to the areas that your men will not 
cover . " 

"Excellent. Keep in contact if you discover anything, I will do the 
same," said Thel. He turned to walk away, but swiveled his head back 
to 'Harum and said, "That Ranger armor suits you." 



Through the transparent visor of the helmet Thel could see as Rael 
parted his mandibles in a grin and the Ultra said, "Indeed, it is 
nice to finally be able to wear the armor again, even if I might not 
be able to take advantage of its flight capabilities." 

From what the Arbiter knew about ' Harum the Sangheili had started off 
his military career as a Ranger, going so far as to become First 
Major, in charge of an entire company of the elite Sangheili troops. 
It was only because of the Great Schism that 'Harum was called up to 
command a battalion of troops and promoted to Ultra, as many officers 
were killed due to the betrayals of the Prophets and the 
Jiralhanae . 

With some blinks of his eyes the Arbiter updated his unit's map of 
the facility with the route they would take. His communicator channel 
open, all of his Sangheili and the four Asari heard the conversation 
with 'Harum and knew the basics of the situation. "Let's move 
out . " 

"How shall we proceed?" asked Lance leader 'Sraom. 

Thel thought for a moment. Initially he wanted them to go forth while 
in stealth, but upon second thought he realized that would 
drastically reduce their visibility. While all of their visors 
certainly had night-vision settings, they worked on the principle of 
amplifying what light was available. The only light available was 
coming from the hole that they came in through, but the deeper they 
went into the base the darker it would get. 

"Cautiously," he just ended up saying. "We will have to use our 
helmet lamps in order to see, and that more or less forgoes stealth 
as a viable option. The base seems to be deactivated and empty of 
personnel, but something does not sit right with me. We should stay 
alert, " 

The group made their way past the Ranger's beaming lights 
illuminating the dark corners of the map and towards their first 
door. Thankfully it was wide open, but if they came across closed 
doors that they wouldn't be able to open because of the power outage 
they had brought plasma cutters and breaching charges just in 
case . 

Fortunately their path was relatively straight forwards, and as they 
started forwards the Arbiter ordered, "'Sraom, two-six-two formation. 

' Taham, two-two-two-four. 'Sraom, your six will take point and 
'Taham's four will guard our backs. Pairs, search the rooms. Look for 
anything that describes what they were researching here, or why they 
buried it . " 

They made their way through the facility's cold, dark rooms and 
hallways slowly yet steadily, thoroughly searching for any sign as to 
what happened here. It didn't take long before they found something, 
but it was certainly different from what they were expecting. 

"In here Arbiter, look," said one of his Sangheili, gesturing towards 
a small office. The first thing Thel noticed was that the door wasn't 
open, nor was it closed. Instead it seemed to have been torn open. 
Pieces of the door littered the floor around him and the jagged edges 
of what door was still left meant that Thel had to carefully maneuver 



his way into the office. 


Headlamps shining brightly, he was soon witness to the surprising 
amount of carnage that had obviously taken place here. Streaks and 
pools of dried red blood somewhat liberally covered the floor, wall, 
and even ceiling. He could also see this brackish, green fluid dried 
amongst the blood as well. Most of the office furniture was 
destroyed, most notably the metal desk that had been sheared in two 
down the middle. 

It was certainly gruesome, but Thel had seen much worse. "'Harum, are 
you seeing this?" 

"_I am, " _responded the Ultra, watching the live feed that Thel was 
transmitting to him. _"I was about to contact you, some of my troops 
are finding similar scenes. Lots of blood, destroyed equipment, and 
bullet scarring. 

"There must have been some kind of battle then," concluded Thel. He 
stepped out of the room and as he was talking followed N'tho's finger 
towards a six bullet holes that stitched the wall further up the 
hallway. "One that encompassed most of the facilitya€l Any luck in 
accessing any computers or finding any sort of datapads?" 

"_Finding them? Yes. Accessing them? No. All we have come across are 
either destroyed or otherwise dead."_ 

Thel grunted, seeing as the computer terminal in the office he was in 
looked to be smashed in as well. "Keep looking, and stay 
alert . " 

"_As always . "_ 

Thel closed the link and on his team's frequency asked, "Has anyone 
else found anything?" 

His question was met by either descriptions of the same thing he was 
looking at currently or with negatives. "Very well. Continue 
onwards . " 

And so they did, quickly yet diligently checking the various offices, 
small storage rooms, and laboratories they passed as they made their 
way towards the Key. Mostly it was the same scene as was in that 
office he saw, only a scant few rooms were left unmarred by whatever 
had taken place here. Passing through the different laboratories 
especially Thel wanted to spend some more time analyzing what 
equipment was left undestroyed to gain some clues, but he also didn't 
want to loiter. 

What he _did _want to spend some extra time investigating were the 
rooms labelled on the map of the facility as 'Hangar' and 'Project 
Storage', the first of which was coming up on their right. 

"N'tho, have your lance make your way towards the Project Storage 
room. Usze, with me, " said the Arbiter, taking position near the 
closed hangar doors. Two Sangheili from 'Taham's lance came forwards 
with a plasma torch and attached it to the door, superheated jets of 
plasma making quick progress through the thick metal. 

"Headlamps off, stealth on, " said Thel and the area was plunged into 



darkness as helmet lights were extinguished. They shimmered into thin 
air as their active camouflage systems activated and ' Taham took 
place right in front of the door, levelling his leg and delivering a 
powerful kick to the weakened metal. 

The section caved in as a result of the powerful strike and the 
stealthed Sangheili rushed in through the opening, fanning out from 
the newly created entryway with weapons raised and the two Asari 
ready to raise biotic barriers if need be. 

After a few seconds Thel determined that if there was anyone waiting 
to fire upon the opening of the door they would have done so already. 
It was dark enough that he could barely see, so he decided to give 
the order to turn headlamps back on and exit stealth. 

They stayed alert, ready just in case there was a welcoming committee 
who was just waiting until a target physically revealed itself. No 
fire was directed their way, and Thel said, "Pair off and spread out. 
Clear the Hangar." 

The first thing the Arbiter saw were several aircraft parked on the 
deck in the middle of the hangar. Or rather, the remains of them. 
Pieces of broken cockpit glass and shards of sheared, blackened metal 
hull littered the ground, and Thel had to watch where he put his feet 
to avoid stepping on them. 

He looked up and down the burnt out hulks, the headlamps from other 
Sangheili lighting up the wrecks from different angles. 

"We're clear," Usze announced over their lance channel. 

The Arbiter started to walk around the aircraft, noting how they were 
unmoved from their designating landing spot judging by the large 
fluorescent lines on the floor. He looked down at his feet again, 
narrowing his eyes as he saw another smear of dried blood. 

Out of curiosity he glanced up and he was glad he did as he saw 
several large-caliber turrets jutting out of the ceiling. The Arbiter 
instinctively flinched and took a step back, but the turrets didn't 
fire. They weren't even pointed at him, Thel quickly realized. 

Instead they had their barrels aimed at surprisingly, the destroyed 
aircraft below them. 

Thel looked between the two a few times and Sergeant Jani who was 
standing nearby quickly took notice as well. 

"Did those weapons destroy these shuttles?" she wondered. 

"I am not sure. It certainly seems that way," said Thel. "You know 
these are shutt lecraft ? " 

"Yeah, I recognize the model. Kodiaks, a human design," said the 
Asari. "If they did destroy their own shuttles, then why?" 

"Perhaps for the same reason the whole research base was buried 
underground," hypothesized Thel. "N'tho, report." 

"_We ' ve just finished clearing the storage area. No signs of battle, 
whether it be bodies, blood, weapons scarring, or other kinds damage 
to the equipment stored within. 



"And what kind of equipment would that be?" asked 
Thel . 


"_Missiles, "_ replied the Special Forces Officer, _"Lots of missiles. 
Large ones, nearly as long as a Spirit Dropship with a decent width 
too, about a meter. I count twelve. "_ 

"Missiles?" repeated Thel, tapping one of his long fingers against 
the side of his Carbine. Based on their described size those missiles 
could have yields equivalent to UNSC Shiva nuclear missiles, which if 
Thel remembered correctly had similar dimensions. "Do they looked 
primed for launch?" 

"_No, they're stored in racks on their sides. Each one has warheads 
attached however. "_ 

Thel noticed a flashing light in the corner of his HUD which he 
recognized as Ultra 'Harum's communicator signal. 

"Hold one ' Taham, " he said, switching over to 'Harum's channel. "What 
is it Rael?" 

"_We ' ve discovered some sort of communicat ion office that still has 
power. It's sending an outbound signal. 

"A signal?" asked Thel, "To whom?" 
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><pXstrong>Bridge of the <strong>_* *Shadow of 
Intent * *_ 

"Shipmaster, forty-three new contacts four-hundred thousand 
kilometers to our East in sector 270-3." 

"Classifications?" asked R'tas, bringing up the sensor view on his 
own holoscreen. 

"One twelve-hundred meter, two nine-hundred meters, ten seven-hundred 
meters, and thirty one-hundred meters, " replied the Sangheili bridge 
officer . 

Rather on the small side R'tas noted. "Orientation?" 

"They are arranged in a triple layered V-formation and are 
maneuvering to face our direction, but they aren't otherwise 
accelerating from their current position." 

"Any signs that they are trying to communicate? " 

"No, I am not detecting any sort of incoming hails." 

R'tas clacked his mandibles together in a sign of agitation. Could 
these ships be the 'appropriate authorities' the Noveria Development 
Corporation mentioned when they first arrived? The Shipmaster didn't 
think so. They weren't trying to communicate with him to either give 
him his final warning or to announce their impending destruction for 
disobeying their laws, nor were they maneuvering into weapons range 
in order to be able to do so. 



He took a look at the designs of the ships now available to him since 
their long-range imaging scans had completed. Most of the vessels 
were thin and sharply angular, and after a few seconds of observation 
he thought he recognized the designa€l but from where? 

Another few seconds of contemplation the realization came to him. He 
had seen designs similar to these above Second Earth. These ships had 
surprising similarities to those from the Systems Alliance. In fact, 
taking a look at a comparison from the seven-hundred meter 
cruiser-weight ships they looked exactly similar save for some paint 
coloration. Yet at the same time they seemeda€ 1 darker and exuded an 
air of menace he couldn't quite shake. 

A second idea of why these ships were here originated in R'tas' mind. 
He had just gotten word from ' Harum not a few minutes ago that they 
had found a communicat ions room that not only had power, but was also 
transmitting an outgoing signal. How long that signal had been 
transmitting R'tas didn't know, but he had a feeling that it 
coincided with their not-so-subt le blasting into the base. 

So, maybe they were here to see why an inactive base had suddenly 
come back online. But would that warrant a fleet as comparatively 
large as this one however? 

"Do we have targeting solutions?" asked R'tas, wanting to be prepared 
just in case. 

"Yes Shipmaster. The _Eternal Repentance_ is still in atmosphere 
though. Should we pull her up back into our formation?" 

"No. Keep her in support of the Arbiter and Ultra 'Harum for now," 
ordered R'tas. Keying in Thel ' s communicator channel he continued 
with, "Arbiter, you may wish to hasten your search for the Keya€ 1 " 
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><p>"How long will it take?"<p> 

"Eor a door of this thickness, maybe two minutes." 

The Arbiter nodded at the two Sangheili manning the plasma torch and 
turned back towards the hallway from which they had came. They 
weren't trying to plasma torch through the Precursor Door, rather the 
one that this Cerberus faction must have constructed in front of it. 
It was of remarkable thickness however, most likely to protect what 
lay within. 

The twenty-five strong team was currently in a medium-sized 
antichamber arranged in defensive lines around the door towards the 
Precursor chamber that held the Key. Eour hallways branched off from 
the room, bright headlamps illuminating what dark corners they could. 
1 


"_Arbiter, this is 'Harum! We've been engaged! 

They all perked up at that, and Thel replied, "What? By 
whom? " 

"_Infantry! Humanoid appearance!" 


The Arbiter could hear the 



distinct whine of rapid plasma fire accompanied by what he had to 
guess was gunfire. _"Most are shielded, but some are heavily armored. 
They're using projectile weapons and are definitely coordinated. 

We're seeing suppressing fire, deployable cover, and attempts to set 
up heavy weapons ! 

"How many?" 

"_Unknown ! Their formations are similar to what we have seen of 

UNSC troopers. I am counting two platoons, maybe more. They 

certainly have us outnumbered . 

"We are nearly at the Key. Can you hold?" asked Thel 
urgently . 

"_We ' re managing to keep our established perimeter intact, but if 
they keep pushing at us like they are we are going to have to give 
ground. If we get forced back into the meal hall I'll call the 
_Repentance _for additional support . 

"How long?" barked Thel to the plasma cutter crew who signaled him a 
response of just under a minute. "R'tas, did you hear that?" 

"_Yes, I was listening," _replied the Shipmaster from orbit. 

"Who is this attacking? Forces from the new fleet that just arrived?" 
he asked. 

"_I do not know who else it could be, but we have not detected any 
sort of dropships coming from either the fleet, nor from locations 
groundside. Remnants from the base collapse? Or planetary defense 
forces who knew of another way in?"_ 

The cutting pair motioned to him that there were only a few seconds 
left until they gained access. "I must go, we are about to retrieve 
the Key . " 

As the cutting team was disassembling their torch Thel said, "I shall 
go first. N'tho, your lance will follow right behind me. Usze, stay 
in a defensive posture here in case the soldiers attacking ' Harum 
come here . " 

He was met by a series of affirmatives and thus took his place in 
front of the large metal section that had been chosen by the cutting 
team, edges still glowing from the intense heat. He shouldered his 
Carbine and grasped the two handles that had been attached to the 
piece of metal with strong adhesive. Thel pulled hard and felt as the 
heavy slab gave way alongside the plasma cuts. He quickly set the 
piece down to the side and looked through the Sangheili-sized hole. 
Carbine at the ready once more. 

The first thing Thel noticed was that the Precursor Door was open, 
which alarmed him because it should have been closed. The Key's 
Transmittance had shown them that it would be closed and only the 
Arbiter's touch would have been able to open it. 

The next thing he noticed was that the large chamber which the Key 
was located in, a vast area about the size of one of the _Intent_'s 
hangar bays with bare walls that sloped upwards, was that the air was 
tinted green with small dust particles floating lazily through the 



air . 


He knew that his armor and the armor suits of his team were fully 
sealed and that they had been running off of their own oxygen 
supplies since the start of the mission, but with a quick flick of 
his eyes he double checked just to make sure. 

Thel rushed through the opening into the chamber with his Carbine 
raised, followed close behind by the rest of N'tho's lance. They 
scanned up and down the eerily colored room, finding nothing except 
for the all-encompassing particles in the air and of course, the tall 
pedestal that housed the Precursor safe on top of it which contained 
what they were searching for, the Key. 

"This green fog is unsettling," offered 'Sraom over the comms . 

Thel just grunted in response. "Stay alert. Move towards the Key, 
circular formation. Asari in the middle, watch all angles." 

They quickly made their way to the pedestal without opposition and 
Thel took position to open the Safe. He placed his hand on the bare 
metal face of the strongbox and a seam immediately appeared down the 
middle on the side he was facing. Without any pomp or circumstance 
the Safe slid apart and the Arbiter reached inside, withdrawing the 
thin cylindrical Key from its containment field and placing it in an 
armored compartment on his beltline. 

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the flash of red on his motion 
tracker for just a split second before he was hit to the ground with 
enough force to completely shatter his shields, send his Carbine 
flying, and send alarms warbling through his ears. 

He looked upwards from his back to see what had knocked him to the 
ground and spread his mandibles in shock as he saw a figure that sent 
fear, anger, and pure hatred throughout his entire body. It was 
human, key word being _was_. The skin was a sickly pale yellow-green, 
the head was listed at an unnatural angle, and several pieces of 
sharp bones were sticking out of places they shouldn't have been. 

As quick as lightning Thel reached to his hip for the handle of an 
energy sword and plunged the activated blade of plasma into the 
thing's midsection. With a guttural roar he brought the blade 
upwards, vivisecting the creature vertically and sending a torrent of 
brackish fluid splashing onto his helmet and armor. 

He shoved the thing off of him and sprung to his feet just in time to 
see another one attempt to fall from above on top of Officer 'Sraom. 
Given the few seconds of warning from the opening attack on the 
Arbiter N'tho was able to barely sidestep the falling creature and 
stitch it at near point-blank range with both of his Plasma Rifles. 

It fell in a heap of molten, boiling skin an instant later. 

He shot a glance at the form of what he had just bisected with his 
sword and upon seeing the long, thick tentacle that had replaced the 
left arm and form of doubt he had vanished. 

"The Parasite! Back to the entrance!" he bellowed, scooping up his 
Carbine and slinging it across his back, drawing the Plasma Rifle he 
had in the hand not holding his first energy sword. 



His motion tracker was suddenly flooded with red on all sides and 
dozens of shrouded figures started to rushed the lance through the 
now thickening fog. Streams of burning blue plasma and yellow tracer 
rounds shot out to meet them but Thel knew that they would barely 
make a dent in the literal wave of Flood that was approaching 
them . 

"Biotic Sphere, now!" he shouted, using the nomenclature for the 
Asari biotic technique that was one of many that had been integrated 
into their lance's stratagem. Operative Levas quickly followed Thel ' s 
command and erected a hemispherical biotic barrier around the lance 
that would block anything trying to come in but allow their own fire 
to pass through outwards. Operative Vaya grasped the wrists of Levas 
with her own hands and started to channel her own power into the 
seasoned biotic performing the technique. 

It came not a moment too soon as the torrential rush of mass impacted 
the barrier with enough force to cause the two Asari to stumble. As 
the Flood threw themselves at the Sangheili with vicious abandon the 
operatives returned withering fire of their own, but for every 
monstrosity they cut down another three took their place. 

With a blink of his eye Thel opened the command comms channel with 
Shipmaster 'Vadum and Ultra ' Harum and urgently growled, "The Flood 
is here! They were waiting for us to retrieve the Key!" 

"_The Parasite !"_ shouted R'tas through his headset, _"What ! ? 

How ! "_ 

"I do not know!" responded Thel, putting a quartet of plasma globules 
in the upper chest of a Flood form beating on the barrier. The same 
questions were racing through Thel' s mind. The Parasite was supposed 
to be gone. Dead. Exterminated once and for all from his galaxy. But 
now here they were, in this sacred place left by the Precursors 
themselves. The Transmittance had mentioned absolutely nothing about 
the Flood. "We are attempting to make it back to the extraction point 
but are under heavy melee assault!" 

As he said that a trio of tentacles simultaneously delivered cracking 
blows to the barrier and Thel saw the Asari ' s knees and elbows buckle 
under the strain. The pair wouldn't last much longer under pressure 
like this and they still had just passed the halfway mark back to the 
Door. He could barely see the fire and biotics of 'Taham's team as 
they attempted to keep their only exit open. 

"'Harum! Can you hold our landing site!" asked Thel above the whine 
of plasma, the shouts and roars of his Sangheili, and the vile 
screams and gurglings of the Flood pressing in from all 
sides . 

"_Against our current infantry foes, yes. Against the Flood, not 
without reinforcements, responded the Ultra. 

Thel grimaced, he knew 'Harum had fought the Parasite at High 
Charity, Delta Halo, and the Ark. He knew perfectly well that his 
relatively small force of Sangheili would eventually succumb to the 
overwhelming numbers and unending tenacity of the Flood. If the 
Parasite got their hands on the other troops that were attacking 
' Harum' s Rangers they would soon have access to firearms as 
well . 



"_I am sending Mgalekgolo pairs to reinforce 'Harum's position, 
said R'tas. _'If worse comes to worst they can perform a delaying 
action while the rest of you extract, as they cannot become infected. 
I am also maneuvering our ships in preparation for a glassing 
operation around the site as soon as the Key is secure. 

"What of the other fleet in orbit?" asked Thel. He was acutely aware 
of the fact that the Shipmaster said when the Key was secured, not 
when their team was safe. They both knew what was at stake. 

"_They have not budged. This is a much more grave situation than what 
potential threat they might present," _replied R'tas. 

The Arbiter agreed wholeheartedly. He thought back to the last planet 
they had fought the Flood on. Earth. R'tas had wanted to glass the 
entire world, but Fleet Admiral Hood had convinced him to limit the 
destruction to the area surrounding Voi city. Now though, on this 
sparsely populated planet owned by a secretive, mostly hostile 
corporation, Thel was contemplating whether or not to turn the entire 
ice ball into molten glass. 

Thel could see just barely start to see the headlamps of 'Taham's 
team when Operative Vaya passed out from the strain of trying to hold 
back the seemingly never-ending legions of Flood throwing themselves 
at their barrier. Without missing a beat N'tho bolstered one of his 
Plasma Rifles and scooped the unconscious form of Vaya off the 
ground, flinging her limp body over his shoulder. 

Their protective barrier suddenly shrunk as Raya's energy stopped 
reinforcing Levas, and the Sangheili suddenly found themselves pushed 
closely together as they tried to stay within the confines of their 
biotic salvation. 

Levas screamed as she fought to keep the barrier intact, her entire 
being encompassed by a field of swirling blue biotic energy. In his 
HUD Thel could see that her heart rate, breathing, and brain activity 
were off the charts. It wouldn't be long before Levas met the same 
fate as Vaya and passed out from the strain. 

They were so close to 'Taham's team but Thel didn't think Levas' 
barrier would last, which he had no doubt would result in all of 
their immediate deaths and more importantly, the loss of the Key. 

They needed to clear a corridor towards the Door, at least for the 
couple of seconds it would take to sprint to the relative safety of 
the other team. 

"Double grenade volley to the sides and rear, then focus all fire 
front!" barked Thel, "Burn a path towards the door!" 

Without hesitation the Sangheili halted firing for a split second and 
sent two flaming blue grenades each through the shield and impacting 
with the mass of Flood. As they cut a path through the Flood in front 
of them with concentrated fire the grenades detonated, twenty-two 
orbs of plasma detonated and summarily incinerated every Parasitic 
organism within ten meters of the biotic sphere. 

The force of the explosions against the biotic sphere proved to be 
the breaking point for Levas as she slipped into the bliss of 
unconsciousness and the shield fell. 



"Go!" yelled Thel as he picked Levas up from the ground and sprinted 
towards the 'Taham's waiting line, a gap forming to let their 
brothers and sisters through. Operatives Jani and D ' avi both deployed 
singularities right in front of the door as the last of N'tho's lance 
passed through and the couple of dozen flood forms that had closed 
the gap were lifted into the air by the oscillating mass effect 
fields . 

"Back to the landing zone, move!" ordered Thel and the Sangheili took 
off in a sprint down the corridors they had came from. To the 
surprise of the Jani and D ' avi they were picked up by their Sangheili 
'guardians' due to the fact that they could not run as fast as the 
Sangheili and would be left behind in the all out sprint. 

Thel chanced a glance backwards just in time to see a tentacle whip 
out from the darkness behind them and wrap itself around the leg of 
the most trailing Sangheili, Operative 'Kalim. He gave a cry of 
surprise as he was yanked back into the rushing mass of Flood that 
was soon cut short as his vitals flatlined in Thel ' s HUD. 

Aware that one of his lancemates had been killed by the gaining Flood 
' Taham ordered them to drop more grenades in an attempt to buy them 
some more time. Thel activated his last two remaining Plasma grenade 
and tossed them a bit behind him, never losing a stride. Everyone 
else did the same and soon after the dark hallways were bathed in 
cleansing blue-white light. 

Thel checked his motion tracker and saw that the mass of red behind 
them had receded significantly, evidence that their technique had 
worked. Checking his map he noticed that they were only two turns 
away from reaching the meal hall that served as their extraction 
point. Already he could hear the staccato of gunfire and high-pitched 
whine of plasma fire signifying the ongoing battle between 'Harum's 
forces and their unknown attackers. 

"'Harum! We are approaching your position from the southeast 
corridor!" said Thel into his comm. 

"_Af f irmat ive ! We will focus fire on that sector to try and thin out 
resistance ! "_ replied the Ultra. 

"Prepare for immediate extraction, the Parasite mass is right on our 
hooves," warned Thel. 

'Harum didn't reply, likely caught up in the heat of the battle. It 
was only a few more seconds until they reached the last stretch of 
hallway that would lead them into the mess hall. Already he could see 
the faint beams of light that were filtering in through the hole the 
_Intent _had blasted through the ice, accompanied by the increasing 
volume of battle. 

"Contact front!" called N'tho who was near the head of the loose 
formation. The leading Sangheili engaged the remaining infantry 
attackers to their front who were in their way. Not expecting enemies 
coming from behind plasma fire raked into the human-sized troopers 
exposed backsides, popping shields, melting through armor, and 
burning through skin. 


The Sangheili didn't break stride as they surged past the crumpled 



infantry line and Thel noticed that several prone beings had the 
markings of death by fuel rod cannons: blackened, slagged, and still 
bubbling armor as well as missing body parts. 

'Harum's forces were waiting for the two Special Operations lances 
and ushered them towards the back of the mess hall where a Phantom 
was waiting for them, troop compartment doors opened and a 
black-armored Unggoy giving suppressive fire via his Type-52 Plasma 
Turret . 

The Arbiter saw two pairs of Mgalekgolo pouring fuel rod fire into 
various locations, the superheated irradiated-explosive annihilating 
what was left of their mysterious armored infantry troopers. 

"_To the Phantom Arbiter, go ! "_ shouted 'Harum, pouring rounds into 
the now emerging waves of Flood pouring into the mess hall from his 
Plasma Repeater. 

Thel needed no convincing and his team bounded into the waiting 
craft. He turned back and watched as 'Harum's Rangers and the 
Mgalekgolo engaged the emerging Flood waves, steadily backing up as 
they were pressured from every available angle. 

The Arbiter clenched his jaws in frustration as he saw a couple of 
prone Sangheili figures scattered about, and that there appeared to 
be even more of the Parasite than he had could have imagined. As the 
remaining Separatist forces were pushed backwards he saw 'Harum give 
a hand signal and his Rangers started to evacuate through the hole, 
jetting upwards from outcropping to outcropping on their way up to 
the top and their respective waiting Phantoms. 

As Thel ' s Phantom lifted off he asked, "'Harum! How are the 
Mgalekgolo going to extract?" 

"_They ' re not. They volunteered to stay behind in order to buy my men 
enough time to get away . 

As the troop compartments started to close Thel saw more Rangers 
streak upwards to safety, the looming shadow of the CCS-Cruiser 
_Eternal Repentance_ starting to cast over them in preparation for 
the imminent glassing. 

He switched through the local Battlenet channels until he came across 
the one being used by the Mgalekgolo still in the research base. It 
took him a couple of seconds to understand what he was hearing, but 
he soon realized that they were singing a battle hymn. 

He listened to the almost haunting bass reverberations until he could 
hear them no longer. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>It had been three hours since the Arbiter, 'Harum, and their 
forces returned to the <em>Shadow of Intent<em> upon retrieving the 
Key. Following their departure it was revealed that the Flood had 
control of several launch sites scattered around the research base 
that sent supersonic missiles crashing into Noveria's spaceport and 
what had been revealed by Sergeant Jani to be a resort at the 
equator . 



Orbital observation revealed that the missiles contained some kind of 
biological weapon that to the horror of everyone on the bridge turned 
all those exposed into various forms of the Parasite. He had 
immediately ordered a planetwide glassing operation and deployed 
every single Seraph and Banshee fighter to prevent any potentially 
infected smaller craft from escaping. 

As the orbital cleansing had begun he was bombarded by pleas to stop 
by the Noveria Development Corporation, but they had fallen on deaf 
ears. The Flood had the potential to destroy this entire galaxy if 
even one spore escaped. Soon the pleas for mercy ceased as the 
spaceport and spa resort were turned to molten glass. The rest of the 
planet followed close behind, the Separatists ever vigilant to make 
sure that nothing escaped off world. No vessels were spared, whether 
they were private shuttles, freighters, small fighters, it didn't 
matter . 

While the snow and ice of Noveria boiled and bubbled away the 
forty-three vessels that had arrived in-system never budged, standing 
by and watching as the world in front of them was reduced to 
nothingness . 

When it was all said and done and the Shipmaster was recalling his 
fighter wings and reforming his warships a Sangheili bridge-mate 
called out that they were being contacted by their opposite gathering 
of vessels. 

R'tas gave the order to play and the sound of a male human voice 
drifted out of the bridge speakers. 

"_To the the commander of the six ship task-force in front of what 

used to be Noveria, my name is General Oleg Petrovsky. I would very 
much like to both give and gain insight as to what happened here, as 
well as extend an offer that would mutually benefit our two parties. 

I know both the location of the next artifact you seek, and how to 
retrieve it . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review ! <strong> 


19. Chapter 19: Planning 

**Author's Note: Hey Everyone, new chapter! Not much to say today, 
other than I hope you have as much fun reading this chapter as I did 
writing it . * * 

**As always, specials thanks to my fantastic beta JonHarper and my 
ever supportive girlfriend.** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>I<strong>* *nf inity Effect Chapter Nineteen: 
Planning* * 



**Zakera Ward, Citadel, Widow System** 

**March 5th, 2186** 

"And you're sure that no other news network is transmitting?" 

"For the fifth time Emily yes! I've been checking all of the networks 
constantly and every single one is still transmitting that emergency 
message telling citizens to lock their doors and stay where they 


Emily Wong, new anchor, reporter, and founder of Citadel Independent 
News, just nodded at her Salarian technician Killik and looked back 
to her handheld mirror, putting the last touches on her hastily 
applied makeup. It wouldn't do to show the obvious worry she felt. 

She took a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm the butterflies 
in her stomach, less she throw up. It wasn't that she was used to 
pressure when seeking a story, she most definitely was. It's just 
that she had never expected to become the voice of the Citadel in 
such a crucial moment. People would be relying on _her_, on her 
reports if it was safe or not, on her word that this madness had 
ended and that life could resume. She was already a fairly well known 
and well-respected journalist but this would be the event that 
propelled her name among the great sa€ 1 should she succeed. 

As a reporter she had a duty to get the truth out. Not a version of 
the truth like Khalisah Bint Sinan Al-Jilani or any of her kind of 
reporters would do, all in the name of pushing an angenda. No. She 
had to get the whole truth out, but at the same time she had to do it 
in a way that didn't cause a mass panic and harm more lives. 

She quickly weaved her way around the cameras, sound capture tech, 
and control desks to the news table where her co-anchor Veyla was 
clearing off the errant papers and coffee mugs that had accumulated 
during their furious data gathering and research that had taken place 
in the last four hours. 

"Come on Emily, get over here!" called the young Asari as she 
gestured Wong to take her seat at the casting table, "This could be 
the biggest break we ever get ! " 

Indeed, the attack on the Citadel by Cerberus represented one of the 
most monumental pieces of news since other gigantic stories like the 
Geth Invasion years ago, the death and subsequent rebirth of galactic 
hero Commander Shepard, and now the return of the Reapers. The fact 
that none of the other news agencies on the Citadel seemed to be 
operational meant that it was a prime time for Emily Wong's small 
news company to gain some much-desired recognition. 

Emily took her seat next to Veyla and quickly pressed some keys 
inserted into the desk that turned on the two large datascreens on 
either side of the main camera that Killik was about to finish 
turning on and getting set up. One of the datascreens would display 
basic broadcast information like how many people were watching, 
real-time ratings, relevant social media snippets, viewer questions 
and comments, amongst other things. The other datascreen was usually 
used as a teleprompter, but because they hadn't had enough time to 
write a proper script for today's emergency broadcast it was just 
filled with the information and research they had been hard at work 
to accumulate. 



Emily and Veyla would have to wing it, which made Wong smirk inwardly 
despite her nerves. This was her favorite kind of news casting. 

From behind the control desk Killik held up his hand and started 
lowering fingers, signaling the countdown until they would be on the 
air. Once he ran out of fingers the red light on the front of the 
main camera lit up, signaling that they were now broadcasting. 

One small stepa€ 1 

"Good afternoon. I'm Emily Wong." 

"I'm Veyla D'Mari." 

"And you're watching Citadel Independent News." 

The pair of anchors gave a couple of seconds for their theme tune to 
play, and then Emily started off with their broadcast. 

"Today's breaking story," Wong said, "A Human terrorist organization 
and splinter group by the name of Cerberus has attacked the 
Citadel . " 

"Four hours ago what was believed to be a large-scale Electromagnet ic 
Pulse bomb went off and knocked out power to a vast majority of the 
Citadel," said Veyla. 

"This blast also coincided with the beginning of the Cerberus attack 
which began with the assassinations of Councilor Sparatus, the Volus 
Prime Minister, Chief Banking Minister, and Citadel Ambassador during 
an emergency council session convened to discuss the recent 
appearance of the Reapers, according to one of our sources, " 
continued Wong. Her 'source' was one of the members of the C-SEC 
security officers who had survived the attack on the Delegation Hall, 
and whose first-hand account had cost her a substantial amount of 
money . 

"This same source gives further details that the Turian Councilor was 
shot by Cerberus sleeper agents that had infiltrated the security 
detail for the delegation session, while the Volus members were 
killed when a heavily armed Cerberus Assault force breached the Great 
Hall doors shortly afterwards," said Veyla. 

"Ten Cerberus warships jumped in-system and took advantage of the 
Citadel Defense Fleet being disabled due to the EMP to start to pour 
troops all over the Wards and the Presidium," said Wong. "They struck 
quickly at the Citadel Security Headquarters on the Presidium, which 
combined with the power outage caused C-SEC to become disorganized 
and uncoordinated." 

"It soon became apparent that the Cerberus forces only had one goal 
in mind, " said Veyla, "To inflict the maximum amount of chaos and 
death as was possible." 

"Everywhere they went Cerberus fired indiscriminately into crowds of 
civilians, breaking into homes, apartment buildings, restaurants, 
office buildings, businesses, shops, and other establishments and 
shooting everyone they came across, " said Emily, a hint of anger 
evident in her voice. 



"Reports are still coming in, " said Veyla, "But the death toll is 
estimated to be upwards of four thousand people, with almost three 
times that injured." 

"But in the midst of the disarray, there was one faction who came to 
our rescue, the United Nations Space Command, or UNSC. Now 
unfortunately we do not know much about the UNSC other than that they 
entered into an alliance with the Systems Alliance at the start of 
the Reaper War and comprised one of the delegations included in the 
emergency council session. A short period after the electromagnet ic 
pulse went off a large number of their ships appeared in inner 
Citadel space and engaged the Cerberus warships that were landing 
troops . " 

Emily wished that she had gotten footage of that particular space 
battle, but alas none of their handheld cameras or drones had gotten 
powered back on before it was over. She took a quick look at the 
broadcasting information and her heart nearly leapt out of her chest. 
This was the largest amount of viewers they had ever had at one time, 
almost _twenty times_ more than average. This single broadcast could 
have the potential to propel her tiny news organization to the level 
of such beasts like the Alliance News Network and Council Space 
News . 

Veyla picked up where Wong had left off, saying, "UNSC transports 
soon began deploying soldiers of their own to combat Cerberus, and 
most of the Citadel became a combat zone as the two factions vied for 
control . " 

"Reports from various sources also claim that an Artificial 
Intelligence named 'Cortana' was giving personalized instructions to 
many people, directing them to waiting UNSC forces that would take 
them to safety, guiding them around the Citadel to avoid searching 
Cerberus patrols, or just telling people to stay inside and not to 
panic," said Wong. 

"An Artificial Intelligence you said Emily?" asked Veyla, asking the 
question not for her own sake but rather for the viewers 
watching . 

"I am just as surprised as you are Veyla. The fact that this 
'Cortana' was able to communicate with so many people at the same 
time suggests that she was heavily plugged in to a large majority of 
the Citadel's core systems. Considering the Council ban on AIs as 
well as the recent attack by the Geth, let's see if we can't find out 
what the audience thinks about this. Contact us through out extranet 
address or call our line at this number, and what you have to say 
might make it on the air," said Emily. 

Due to their monumental amount of viewers the lines were flooded with 
calls and communicat ions nearly instantly. They aired as many as they 
could, and to the surprise of both women the overwhelming majority of 
the public opinion towards Cortana was positive. Stories from people 
who said that Cortana had saved their lives, or the lives of their 
children, parents, spouses, or friends were a dime a dozen. After 
fifteen minutes they moved on, having determined that the UNSC AI was 
certainly a blessing. 


"Now while most agree that the UNSC AI Cortana has certainly helped 



there still remains a multitude of questions about the United Nations 
Space Command. Who exactly are they? Where did they come from? Why 
did they decide to commit their forces against Cerberus? Now that 
Cerberus has been eliminated what do they plan to do with the 
thousands of troops they have all over the Citadel along with the 
dozens of prefab bases that they have erected to serve as 'safe 
zones'?" asked Emily. "Well here to hopefully get some of those 
answers is our Turian field reporter Tahn Quentus . Tahn, take it 
away . " 

The feed cut to a young-looking Turian who was quickly walking down a 
street bordered by multi-story buildings towards the direction of a 
UNSC outpost. Suddenly a squad of ten UNSC Marines on patrol rounded 
a corner and headed towards the Turian when one of them pointed him 
out . 

"Tahn Quentus here, " said the Turian, turning his head towards the 
camera drone that was hovering a bit behind him and smiling, "I'm 
just outside one of these self-established UNSC 'safe zones' in the 
lower sections of Zakera Ward. Like Emily said I'm hoping that I 
could get some answers, perhaps from these soldiers coming towards me 
to start with . " 

As the squad of UNSC Marines got closer to Quentus most angled 
themselves so that they would pass to either side of the Turian while 
two Marines who Quentus assumed were in charge approached him 
directly. Through the clear visor of his helmet Than could see that 
one of the soldiers looked like an older black male, while the other 
one was a pale female. The female also had red crosses on both of her 
shoulder paldrons . The male Marines had just started to open his 
mouth to say something before Quentus cut him off. 

"I'm Tahn Quentus with Citadel Independent News. You're with the UNSC 
right? Can I ask you some questions?" 

Both of the Marines glanced at each other with tight-lipped frowns, 
as if the thought of dealing with a reporter was definitely something 
they didn't want to do right now. 

"I'm sorry sir but those questions are going to have to wait," said 
the male Marine. "This sector hasn't been fully secured yet." 

"Not fully secured?" parroted Quentus, "But I thought that Cerberus 
had been cleared off the Citadel? Your own AI Cortana said so not to 
long ago over the extranet." 

"The vast majority of Cerberus is long gone but we've been getting 
reports in this sector of roaming bands of armed civilians or 
Cerberus stragglers that have gone plainclothes ambushing some of our 
patrols, " the female Marine said. 

"This sector is one of the only ones that still hasn't had power 
restored, so we're having to send teams to manually search and clear 
every building that's around here. As you can probably guess it's 
taking a long time, " the male Marine continued. 

"Armed civilians ambushing patrols?" said Quentus incredulously. He 
took a quick look around and saw that the other eight Marines had 
formed a perimeter around the three and were somewhat anxiously 
looking at the windows and doors of the buildings around them. "What 



kind of people would want to continue fighting after seeing what 
Cerberus has done?" 

"I don't know sir," said the male Marine. "Criminals, disgruntled 
humans who agree with Cerberus' anti-alien sentiment, remaining 
Cerberus moles. Hell, there will always be people who try and take 
advantage of chaos like this in some way or another. Regardless, this 
sector isn't safe for civilians. I've got orders to escort you back 
to your news agency if that's where you came from or back to our 
firebase where you'll be safe." 

"Yeah, alright, " said Quentus nodding, noticing how relieved the two 
Marines became once they figured out that he would be cooperative. 
"Could I ask you some questions on the a€" " 

Quentus heard a loud _crack _from somewhere behind him and felt a 
sharp, biting pain in his chest before he was knocked to the ground 
by the male Marine. 

"AMBUSH!" bellowed the female Marine as she fell to a crouch and let 
loose a burst from her rifle in the direction of one of the buildings 
near them. The relative quietness of the street had now been 
shattered with the reports of dozens of small arms from both 
sides . 

"Out of the street! Now!" yelled the male Marine who dragged Quentus 
through the open doorway of a nearby restaurant. Out of the corner of 
his eye Tahn saw as the rest of the UNSC squad barreled into the 
restaurant through the door or through the glass windows. The Turian 
thought it was peculiar how he could see an electric-blue hexagonal 
field come to life a few inches away from the bodies of several 
Marines as they sought some solid cover, then realized that they must 
have been some personal shields of some kind. 

Meanwhile, the camera drone that had been following him ascended into 
an out of the way corner of the room, capturing everything occurring 
within the restaurant in crystal-clear high-definition. 

"Emily, get over here!" shouted the male Marine and within seconds 
the pale face of 'Emily' filled Quentus' vision. 

"Hey, Tahn right?" she asked, unslinging a large pack from her back 
and rifling through its contents, withdrawing what Quentus assumed 
were medical supplies. "I'm a corpsman. You got hit, but I'm going to 
patch you up okay?" 

Quentus just nodded, not really acknowledging Emily's words in his 
state of shock. _Eunny how her name is Emily too,_ he thought in 
passing. As the female corpsman looked him over the voices of the 
UNSC Marines in combat floated in and out of his ears. 

"Latis! Eind the back door and provide rear security! Hans, Green, 
get to the second floor and set up the SAW!" 

"Aye Sarge!" 

"Charlie Six Actual, this is Charlie 5-2! We've been ambushed! Heavy 
enemy fire on our position, estimate at least two squads worth of 
hostiles in occupied building across from us!" 



"a€l Roger! Target coordinates are 4QFJ84739472 ! We have one wounded 
civilian as well, Turian! Requesting support!" 

"Sarge, it looks like they're setting up a crew-served!" 

"Well take it out goddammit! Grenadiers get on it! Support is 
inbound. Pelican gunships and Spartan teams!" 

Amidst the long bursts of staccato cracks from rifles and automatic 
weapons Quentus could hear a couple of light _thumps_ followed by a 
pair of explosions a second later. 

"Sarge, our Turian needs a medevac ! " said Emily as she placed the 
nozzle to a metal tube against Tahn's chest. He took a sharp, painful 
intake of breath as his chest suddenly felt like it had been stabbed 
with an ice pick, but the sensation was followed soon after by an 
intense numbing effect that seemed to penetrate his entire 
body . 

"How bad is it?" 

"I think he got hit in the spine. I don't know." 

"You don't know?" 

"He's a fucking alien Sarge, I've never treated one before!" 

"Shit. Can he last another thirty seconds?" 

Emily gave him a quick lookover, and in some part of Quentus' mind he 
found it disturbing that they were talking about whether or not he 
was going to die. "Probably." 

"Latis! Is there enough space out back for a medivac bird to 
land?" 

"Yeah Sarge!" 

"Pop smoke, let them know where to touch down!" 

One of the Marines on the far side of the room suddenly yelled out a 
three-letter acronym that struck fear into infantry troops 
everywhere. "RPC!" 

They all threw themselves to the deck and Emily hunched herself over 
Quentus in an attempt to protect him from the rocket and its 
aftereffects . 

Quentus could have sworn he saw the rocket crash through a window in 
slow motion and impact the ground a couple of feet away from a Marine 
taking cover behind the end of a bar. The explosion all but vaporized 
the Marine closest to the impact zone and turned most of the bar and 
several nearby tables into thousands of pieces of flying shrapnel. 
Quentus gasped as the overpressure washed over him and shattered his 
eardrums, rendering him all but deaf. 

Emily collapsed off of him to the side, her face contorted in a cry 
of pain. Quentus wasn't able to see why as he promptly passed out, 
but the camera drone clearly showed the foot-long piece of wood that 
was sticking out of the corpsman's side. The drone also saw the 



bodies of two Marines in various stages of dismemberment, and another 
one that was rolling around on the floor screaming, minus the 
majority of his left arm and leg. 

The drone switched views to an outfacing window as two Pelican 
gunships came screaming downwards, rotating around the building where 
the enemy troopers were and raking the three floors with cannonfire 
from their chinguns and side-mounted machine guns. Another Pelican 
came rushing in and stopped just above the roof for the split second 
needed to allow a fireteam of black-armored Spartan to hop off before 
taking off again. The team of heavily armored Spartans affixed a 
breaching charge to the ceiling, dropping through the roof and out of 
sight after the charge detonated. 

The drone swiveled back to the insides of the restaurant as another 
squad of UNSC Marines barged in, wasting no times in gathering their 
wounded and dead comrades and ushering them out of the back door. Two 
corpsmen and another Marine made their way over to Quentus and gently 
maneuvered him onto a stretcher before carrying him out of the back 
doorway as well. 

Back in the newsroom Wong, Veyla, and Killik sat staring at the 
gruesome video feed in shock. When Quentus was finally carried out of 
view of the drone Emily came to her senses and said, "Cut it 
off . " 

Killik killed the feed and switched back to the two female anchors 
and Emily cleared her throat as she tried to regain her composure. 

She hoped that it wasn't too obvious to the viewers how pale her face 
had become. 

"Urn, as you can see there are still some areas of the Citadel that 
aren't safe, so if you are watching this please take what steps you 
can to stay where you are until a definitive all-clear signal is 
given, " she said. A new piece of information suddenly flashed across 
one of their datascreens, and Emily's eyes widened in surprise. She 
nudged Veyla under the table with her foot to give her the que that 
she needed to read this. 

Veyla took a second to gather herself and read what was on the screen 
before saying, "Breaking news: Councilor Valern and Councilor Udina 
have just sent all major news networks a press release that states 
that the Turian Hierarchy, the Salarian Union, The Systems Alliance, 
the Vol Protectorate, the Illuminated Primacy, and the United Nations 
Space Command have entered into a formal political and military 
alliance as part of the first step towards combating the Reaper 
invasionaC 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC Infinity, Citadel Space, Widow System<strong> 

"It's about goddam time," muttered Captain Skyheit just loud enough 
so that it carried through the conference room he was just 
entering . 

The Captain's remark was enough to illicit a few smiles and chuckles 
from the major military leadership of the Turians, Salarians, Systems 
Alliance, and UNSC that was following the Captain into the large 
planning room. Lasky would have said something to Skyheit about his 



opinion, but to tell the truth he was just voicing what they all 
felt. Instead he just shared a knowing look with Primarch Victus, the 
only other military figurehead who had been forced to undergo the 
wonders of the 'political process'. 

They had just spent three and a half hours hammering out the 
political treaty that now officially binded the Turian Hierarchy, 
Salarian Union, Systems Alliance, Vol Protectorate, Illuminated 
Primacy, and the United Nations Space Command. By the end of the 
negotiations Lasky was debating whether or not to fake a bridge 
emergency to get out at least for a moment of some piece and 
quiet . 

He couldn't summon the will to do it however, knowing that his 
position as Admiral meant that he needed to be present for the entire 
proceedings. In the end he had gratefully signed the treaty drawn up 
at the end, which had finally signaled the end of the political 
process. Now the politicians were gone and were being replaced by 
their military counterparts, and they were ready to discuss subjects 
that Lasky had great familiarity with - military strategy and 
tact ics . 

Lasky went through the names of each being as they entered the room, 
recalling their information from dossiers courtesy of Cortana he had 
gone over dozens of times over by now. 

Leading the charge into the room was Captain Skyheit of Battlegroup 
Yorktown, followed by Leiutenant Colonel Dare of ONI, General Mason 
of the UNSC Marines, and Commander Carter of the Spartan Program. 
After them came the Salarian Fleet Admiral Manis, General Viran of 
the Salarian Army, and Colonel Puzal, head of the Salarian Special 
Tasks Group. 

Following them were the military heads of the Systems Alliance, 
Admiral Hackett and Admiral Lindholm. Since all of the major Alliance 
Generals had died either on Earth or at Arcturus when the Reapers 
attacked, Hackett was also the commander of all Alliance ground 
forces, effectively putting him in charge of the entire Alliance 
military. Bringing up the rear were High Admiral Tibrinus and General 
Corinthus of the Turian Hierarchy. Last but certainly not least were 
the avatars of Roland and Venus, Battlegroup Yorktown 's AI, who stood 
in the center of the large table comparing holographic files with one 
another. Cortana wasn't present, having isolated herself on the 
_Normandy _with the Master Chief in preparation for their departure 
to Sur'Kesh. 

Lasky had a fleeting thought about whether or not his AI ' s were more 
advanced than the Reapers. From what Cortana told him the Reapers 
themselves were more or less hyper-advanced super-AI ' s that have had 
tens of thousands of years to perfect themselves, but that standard 
was compared to this galaxy's relatively primitive AI's, not their 
own. He wondered if they could exploit any kind of cyberwarfare when 
it came to fighting the Reapers, at the same time hoping that they 
wouldn't be able to do the same thing to the UNSC. 

The UNSC Admiral waited for everyone to fill the seats that had been 
filled with politicians not minutes prior before speaking, "All 
right, lets get down to business. I want to start by talking about 
the future of Cerberus." 



Most of those present nodded in appreciation for Lasky's 
straightforwardness, and Primarch Victus asked, "What about Cerberus 
Admiral Lasky?" 

"How do we destroy them?" he said. 

Cortana had given him the final casualty count at the end of the 
political soirAOe earlier. Seventy-three UNSC personnel dead, 
one-hundred and ninety-five wounded. Nine-hundred and twenty-three 
Citadel Security dead, one-thousand six-hundred and twelve wounded. 
Four-thousand eight-hundred and four civilians dead, sixteen-thousand 
five-hundred and thirty-five wounded. 

The UNSC men and women weren't only the first deaths that had 
occurred since their arrival in this new galaxy, but also the first 
deaths of what Lasky feared would be many to come as a result of 
their campaign against the Reapers. 

Except these soldiers and pilots hadn't died fighting the Reapers. 
They died fighting fellow Humans. Lasky suddenly became very angry. 
Who the hell did Cerberus think it was, trying to take over the 
Citadel with what seemed to be a sole goal of perpetuating nothing 
but chaos and death? He knew _what_ they were of course, Cortana and 
Roland had informed him that they were some sort of human supremacist 
splinter group that heavily dabbled in terrorism, but why attack the 
Citadel? Why try (and in some cases succeed Lasky remembered grimly) 
and kill those influential members gathered in the Delegation Hall 
trying to figure out a way to stop the Reapers? 

It was almost like Cerberus wanted to cripple the efforts of the 
galaxy to try and combat the Reapers. Lasky couldn't for the life of 
him figure out _why_ though. Were they trying to gain power? Move up 
in the galactic food chain so to speak? Perhaps they thought they 
could do better against the Reapers, and as per their xenophobic 
agenda try and take out the leadership of the non-human races as they 
attempted their coup? But if the combined forces of nearly the entire 
galaxy wouldn't prove to be enough to defeat the Reapers, what chance 
did Cerberus have? 

The whole situation just reminded Lasky of the Insurrection during 
the Covenant War. Even though the Covenant were slaughtering 
millions, burning dozens of world to glass during their genocidal 
campaign to exterminate the human race, the Insurrection had 
continued to be a thorn in the UNSC's side. Nay, they had actually 
gotten _bolder_ while the UNSC was focused elsewhere. Major terrorist 
attacks, attempted and sometimes successful revolution against UEG 
governments on individual planets, even the flat-out engagement of 
UNSC space patrols or forces sent to try and restore the peace. 

At least they had finally scoured every inch of Cerberus' presence 
off of the Citadel. Just before the start of the honor ceremony 
Cortana had told him that bomb disposal teams were working to disarm 
the last of the explosive traps they had left behind. It had only 
taken the lives of fifty-three UNSC personnel to do so, along with 
hundreds of dead in the Citadel Security Eorce and thousands of 
civilian casualties. 

Colonel Puzal of the STG spoke first, saying, "Cerberus? This meeting 
was called together to discuss the Reapers. I think its clear to 
everyone that they are the most pressing threat by far." 



Lasky frowned, recalling what he knew of the Colonel. Cortana's 
dossier had said that Puzal had risen through the ranks of the 
Salarian Special Tasks Group due to his shrewd political maneuvering 
more than his own actions and merits. The dossier had mentioned that 
Puzal was arrogant, short-sited, and a bit specieist to boot. 

Other than installing a galaxy-wide network of stealth spy satellites 
he hadn't done much to prepare for the Reapers, unlike others under 
his command. Yet, his political maneuverings often meant that he took 
much of the credit for the work and achievements of his 
subordinates . 

Lasky was about to retort but Dare beat him to the punch. 

"No one here doubts the severity of our situation with regards to the 
Reapers Colonel, " she said, "But it would be foolish to ignore the 
threat that Cerberus poses as well. The attack on the Citadel may not 
have been close to the same scale of the attacks at Earth and 
Palaven, but its certainly still significant. Only a fool would 
solely focus the gun pointed at their front while disregarding the 
knife at their back." 

"I don't believe that diverting resources towards fighting Cerberus 
would be wise. Surely we dealt them enough of a blow with their 
failed takeover attempt to ensure that they won't be a problem in the 
future," said Puzel. 

"You truly believe that Cerberus expended the majority of their 
military power with this attack?" said Hackett, "I'm likely more 
familiar with Cerberus and The Illusive Man than anyone else here, 
and I can say with certainty that ten ships and a few thousand men 
didn't make up the majority of Cerberus' capital." 

"Hackett is right," continued Victus. "Cerberus definitely isn't up 
to the same level as the Reapers are, but we can't afford to ignore 
them. Look at the damage they caused today for example. Thousands 
dead, including Councilor Sparatus . A major infiltration of Citadel 
Security along with the death of Executor Pallin. Were it not for the 
UNSC's timely response many of us wouldn't be here right now. What 
else could they be planning? They have clearly made themselves the 
enemies of most of the galaxy, we need to be ready for whatever they 
could throw at us in the future." 

"_We_ need to be ready?" said Puzel a bit incredulously. "The 
Salarians and Turians shouldn't have to be ready for anything 
regarding Cerberus. This is a Human problem that _they _need to 
solve, not us . " 

"A _Human_ problem?" repeated Hackett, voice raised a bit at the 
Colonel's remarks. 

"Cerberus was an Alliance Black Ops, was it not? If it wasn't clear 
before it's clear now a€" They've obviously gone off the rails. The 
Humans are responsible for this attack, and they should be the ones 
who have to deal with it," said Puzel. 

"We're Humans too, but we didn't have anything to do with Cerberus' 
creation or recent actions," started Lasky. "Yet they still killed 
seventy-three of my men and women and put nearly two hundred in the 



medical bays. Not to mention assassinating Councilor Sparatus, 
wounding your Dalatrass, and killing almost seven-hundred of your own 
people Colonel." 

"Even more reason why the _Humans_ should have to atone for the 
killings of innocent Salarians and Turians by a _Human_ 
organization," reasoned Puzel. 

Lasky, along with many others in the room, were astounded. Here they 
all were, the military heads of an officially united galactic 
organization not even an hour old, meeting to discuss how their 
cooperation would help to combat the greatest threat their 
civilizations had ever known. Yet Puzel was trying to blame the 
attack on the Citadel, an event that had harmed the races of all that 
were present, on the Humans alone? Even worse that he believed it was 
a problem that not only wasn't worth their time, but also a problem 
that should be shouldered sorely by the Systems Alliance and the 
UNSC. 

Evidently more than a few military heads were thinking the same thing 
and all at once they opened up to give Puzel a piece of their 
mind . 

"Enough!" shouted Salarian Eleet Admiral Manis, bringing an immediate 
end to the arguing. "Every second we waste bickering the Reapers get 
closer to another planet, kill another being, make another soldier 
out of their corpse. Puzal, it's obvious you lack the will to 
cooperate. I am hereby stripping you of you position as head of the 
STG and suspending you from military duty indefinitely." 

"I - what?" stammered Puzel. "You've overstepped your boundaries 
Manis, you can't possibly think you can do that." 

Lasky sucked in a breath and winced internally. Bad call Puzel. 
Challenging a superior officer like that. 

"No Puzel, I haven't. I'm not surprised _you've_ forgotten but the 
Special Tasks Group is a subsection of the Salarian Navy, of which _I 
_am in command," said Manis coldly. "I have full authority to strip 
you of you position. Your incompetence was evident from the start and 
has only worsened over time, and now you want to completely forgoe 
any sense of cooperation or unity between our races." 

Manis leaned in towards Puzel and pointed a finger in his direction. 
"I've been wanting to do this for a long time Puzel. You and I both 
know that your family ties with the Dalatrass are the only things 
that have kept you as the head of STG. In fact, it's something you've 
held over my head for years with your infuriating sense of arrogant 
superiority. But now that the Reapers have returned the Dalatrass 
won't dare to question my decisions." 

"Are you forgetting everything I've done to empower the Salarians? 

All the work I've accomplished? The largest stealth observation 
satellite network the galaxy has ever seen! An entire stealth fleet, 
fortification on every planet!" argued Puzel. 

"Everything _you've_ done? You had absolutely nothing to do with the 
commission of the Zero Eleet, our fortifications, or anything 
regarding preparation for the Reapers. And saying that your vaunted 
stealth observation system was an effort to prepare for the Reapers 



is 'bullshit', to borrow a Human term. We both know you just wanted 
to use the information you would gain from the other Citadel races to 
further your political blackmailing schemes." Manis leaned back in 
his chair and folded his arms over his chest. "Now get out." 

Puzel looked like he wanted to say something based on the way he was 

opening and closing his mouth, but he eventually got up out of his 
chair and made quickly for the door. He stopped just before exiting 
and looked back to Manis, glaring at the Admiral. "You'll pay for 
this . " 

"Idiot," muttered Manis after Puzel had left and the door slid shut. 
The Salarian Admiral gave a heavy sigh and looked towards the two AI 

in the center of the table. "Do any of you know if Major Kirrahe has 

left with Shepard on the _Normandy _yet?" 

"Not yet Admiral, " responded Roland. "The _Normandy _has just 
finished taking on its last bit of fuel and supplies. They are 
scheduled to leave dock in ten minutes." 

"Thank you," Manis said, withdrawing a personal communicator . He 
pressed a few keys and placed the device on the table, obviously 
having set it to speaker mode. The device ringed once before 
Kirrahe 's voice came through. 

"_Admiral Manis, I wasn't expecting your call. Is there something you 
need? 

"Yes. I need you to get to the UNSC _Infinity_ as soon as possible 
and join us here at the War Council," said Manis. 

"_The War Council?"_ said Kirrahe, confused. _"But sir, I'm supposed 
to escort Urdnot Wrex and Commander Shepard to Sur'Kesh to insure 
that the handover of the Krogan female goes smoothly. 

"Someone else can handle that Kirrahe, Puzel ' s been dismissed from 
his position. As of right now you are the acting head of the Salarian 
Special Tasks Groups, and as such I need you here at the War Council. 
Congratulations Colonel." 

Kirrahe was silent for only a couple of seconds before responding 
with, _"I seeaC 1 I'll alert the Commander of my departure 
then . 

"I'll arrange for transport to meet you at the _Normandy_'s dock 
Colonel," said Cortana. 

"_Very well, I will join you shortly. Kirrahe out . 

"Well then, where were we?" asked Manis, his tone of voice suggesting 
that he didn't think anything significant had just taken place. 
"Discussing ways to deal with Cerberus?" 

Lasky couldn't help but be immensely impressed. He might have been an 
Admiral by trade, but he knew enough about politics to recognize the 
stellar political move that Admiral Manis had just pulled. Not only 
did he get rid of an incompetent officer that he had been meaning to 
for a long time, but he also did it in a way that proclaimed that he 
and the Navy weren't beholden to the STG, the Dalatrass, or the 
threat of political backlash. Manis just cemented to everyone in the 



room that they had the absolute support of the Salarian Navy for the 
upcoming trials. 


Out of the corner of his eye Lasky saw as Dare glanced at him before 
looking down towards the datapad she had brought. Manis had just 
proved that the Salarian Navy had solid control over the STG. He 
couldn't help but draw some sort of parallels to the United Nations 
Space Command and the Office of Navel Intelligence. Except ONI ' s and 
the UNSC's relationship was a lot morea€ 1 complicated. Lasky 
remembered back to Requiem and how Admiral Osman had ordered him to 
carry out the manhunt and execution of Doctor Halsey. He was an 
Admiral now, but he doubted he had the power necessary to deal with 
anything ONI related in the way that Manis just did with his STG. If 
he tried he'd probably find himself 'detained indefinitely for 
consultations' or something equally ONI-like. 

"I believe we can assist with that," said Dare. "During the Citadel 
attack we disabled a Cerberus frigate and had a Special Forces team 
infiltrate the bridge. We managed to capture some relevant data 
before the ship self-destructed, mainly the location of several 
Cerberus military bases, research facilities, and even a small 
shipyard . " 

"It's a start," said Hackett . "If you wouldn't mind forwarding that 
information to me Lieutenant Colonel, I could begin organizing strike 
teams to deal with these targets." 

"The Turians would be happy to assist you in seeking out and 
destroying these Cerberus targets," said Victus. "Admiral Tibrinus, 
General Corinthus, I'm sure that we could spare some small ship 
groups or Armiger platoons, right?" 

"I appreciate your generosity Primarch, but you and I both know that 
you are going to need every Turian asset that's available in the 
upcoming weeks. Almost all of these targets are in Alliance space or 
close to it, let us handle it," reasoned Hackett. 

"Do not place the burden of dealing with Cerberus solely on your 
shoulders Hackett, " said Manis, "Lest we forget what our intrepid 
Colonel Puzel said earlier. While it is true that the Turians should 
focus all of their efforts on their own front for now, given that it 
is currently the only one besieged by the Reapers, the Salarians 
would gladly spare some strike teams to work alongside you in ridding 
the galaxy of Cerberus' disease." 

"We'd like to have a crack at them too," said Lasky, "Cerberus should 
fear us more than anything given how we handed their assess to them 
earlier, and I'd like to get some revenge for the men and women under 
my command they killed during their cowardly assault." 

"Excellent. I vote that we solidify these plans at the conclusion of 
this meeting," suggested Hackett. "While it's certain that Cerberus 
has no idea the kind of wrath that ' s going to come down on them after 
this stunt they've pulled, we have bigger fish than them to 
fry . " 

"Indeed," agreed Primarch Victus. "So lets get to it. I suggest that 
we get started by having a brief ' know-your-enemy ' type discussion. 

In what areas do the Reapers outclass us, and how can we combat 
those? In what areas do _we_ outclass the Reapers, and how can we 



press those to our advantage? That sort of thing." 

"Well if there's one thing we can take solace in it's that we can 
hold our own against Reaper troops on the ground," said Corinthus . 

"In fact, I would say that we could do more than just hold our 
own . " 

"You believe that we stand a chance against Reaper soldiers?" asked 
Salarian General Viran. 

"I know that we can. We've only encountered four types of Reaper 
soldiers so far," said Corinthus. As he spoke the datascreens around 
the room sprang to life with images and statistics about the various 
Reapers soldiers. 

Corinthus pointed to the datascreens and said, "From left to right 
the troops are referring to these enemies as Husks, Cannibals, 
Mauraders, and Brutes. Husks are melee-only, slower than the average 
runner, and easy to kill, but in large numbers can be hard to control 
and overrun a position if you're not careful. Next you have 
Cannibals, which appear to be the Reaper's mainline troops. They're 
typically seen in together in 'squads' of six to twelve but by 
themselves are heavily outclassed by our own troopers. Unless they 
have the leadership of a Maurader Cannibals don't seem to know any 
sort of squad level-tact ics like fire-and maneuver, suppressing fire, 
flushing out with grenades, ect . " 

"But they do learn how to do those things in the presence of a 
Maurader?" asked Commander Carter. 

"Yes. We believe that Marauders serve as command figures, giving 
levels of coordination and ability to Cannibals and even Husks that 
aren't seen when they're not present," said Corinthus. 

"That should make them high-priority targets then, " said 
Carter . 

"Indeed. Take out the Marauders and the troops they're with become 
disorganized easier to kill," said Corinthus. "Typically we've seen 
one or two Marauders per Cannibal 'squad', but we've also had reports 
of troops encountering squads solely made up of Marauders." 

Like many other things regarding the Reapers, Lasky drew an immediate 
parallel to the Covenant. In the previous war. Elites replaced the 
Marauders while Jackels and Grunts replaced the Cannibals and 
Husks . 

"And what about this last creature? A Brute? It's easily the size of 
an armored personnel carrier," asked General Viran. 

"Yes, the Brutes. We only encountered a small number of these on 
Palaven and Menae, but when we did the results weren't pretty. These 
things shrug off small-arms fire like it isn't even there, and even 
anti-material level sniper rounds did little more than piss it off. 
It's large claw there seems to be its only method of attack, but the 
force it can put behind blows from that thing is staggering, " said 
Corinthus . 


"So, anti-tank weaponry then?" asked Carter. 



"Heavy vehicle fire or air support is effective as well, " said 
Corinthus . 

"Speaking of heavy vehicles and air support, " started General Viran, 
"Do we know if the Reapers posses any such things?" 

"Air support, yes," said Corinthus. "Their drone fighters are capable 
of going atmospheric and the Reapers have some sort of heavy 
gunship/troop carrier hybrid that we saw on Palaven and Menae . But as 
far as vehicles go, we saw no evidence of any. Those Brutes were are 
the closest things they've got to vehicles I'd say." 

"What about artillery? Heavy guns or mortars?" asked Carter. 

"No, we've haven't encountered anything like that," said Corinthus. 
"Strikes from Reapers ships down on the ground could be classified as 
heavy artillery I suppose though." 

"Any signs of anti-tank weaponry? Snipers? Crew-served machine guns? 
Grenade launchers or squad automatic weapons?" 

"None, " said Corinthus, shaking his head. "They do utilize thrown 
grenades however." 

"If that's all the Reapers have to offer on the ground we have an 
excellent chance if we can only gain orbital superiority. Without it 
any ground offensive would just be a stalling measure really, " said 
Lasky, thinking back to the Covenant War once again. 

"We need to discuss space combat, " said Admiral Tibrinus, the Turians 
first words of the meeting. "Whether we like it or not space is where 
this war is really going to be won or lost." 

On all four sides of the room large datascreens came to life, showing 
the profiles and statistics of the various types of Reaper ships 
they've encountered so far. 

Tibrinus sighed, looking down at the table before saying grimly, "The 
problem is the Reapers have us hopelessly outclassed, at least as far 
as the Turian Navy is concerned. That much was made clear above 
Palaven . " 

"It wasn't much different above Earth for Alliance warships either," 
said Admiral Lindholm, stony-faced. 

"We need specifics Admirals," said Manis. "Attention to detail is 
what is going to find us the advantages we need to find." 

"You're right. Well, let's start with the capabilities of the 
Reaper's weapons systems," said Tibrinus. "They're leagues above what 
we have. One shot from one of those smaller Destroyers can destroy 
frigates and will nine-t imes-out-of-ten destroy a Cruiser. The main 
weapons on the larger Reaper Capital Ships will easily destroy 
Frigates, Destroyers, Cruisers, and heavily damage if not destroy 
Carriers and even our largest Dreadnoughts. The only reason I'm here 
right now is because my flagship took a 'glancing blow' that still 
burned through dozens of decks and killed hundreds of my 
crew . " 

Tibrinus was silent for a few seconds, tapping his fingers against 



the oaken wood while he thought. "We didn't see any evidence of 
missile technology from the Reapers, but they each have extensive 
pulse laser networks that are remarkable effective against our own 
missiles and torpedoes, and are even powerful enough the heavily 
damage our smaller ships at close range. Admiral Hackett, does this 
ring true in your experience as well?" 

"Nearly to the letter," responded Hackett. "You know the fleet 
classif icat ions and combat tactics between the Alliance and Turian 
Navy's are very similar." 

"Okay, well how do our own weapons against them?" asked Manis. 

"Not well unfortunately," responded Tibrinus. "When it came to our 
main mass accelerator systems massed fire was the only way we saw any 
kind of progress against the Reapers. It took the combined efforts of 
ten, fifteen ships at a time to even bring their kinetic barriers 
down, let alone destroy one." 

"What about disruptor torpedoes, or GARDIAN lasers even?" 

"The Reaper's laser defense network are much more advanced than ours, 
they had no problems destroying the literal swarms of torpedoes that 
we tried and send at them. There were some instanced where a few did 
get through and managed to cause some noteworthy damage however, but 
it is such a low ratio of effectiveness. And getting close enough to 
engage with GARDIAN lasers would be tantamount to suicide, " said 
Tibrinus . 

"Hmm. Fighter craft?" asked Manis. 

"We have them beat in that area at least," responded Tibrinus. "The 
Reapers use some sort of unmanned, unshielded drones as fighter 
craft. They're more maneuverable, more numerous, and pack a bigger 
punch compared to our fighters, but that's not enough to give them 
the advantage. Our birds are faster, have more staying power, and our 
pilots are better trained and more coordinated when it comes to 
squadron and wing tactics." 

"I mean no offense to the skills of Turian or Alliance pilots," 
started Manis, "But how are we more coordinated? The Reapers are 
AI's, wouldn't they be able to coordinate their own fighters much 
more effectively than we would be able to?" 

"No offense taken Admiral, and that's what everyone else was confused 
about too. At least above Palaven Reaper fighters acted extremely 
individualistic. Only in a few instances did we see examples of 
Reaper craft pairing up with wingmen, and we never saw organized 
formations at the squadron or wing level. It seems that they relied 
on the swarm of their raw numbers to overwhelm our own pilots, but 
I'm quite sad to say that it didn't work." 

"It's interesting that you would mention their fighters seeming 
individualism," said Lasky, "Because that is something I've noticed 
when it comes to the Reapers mainline ships as well. Roland, could 
you pull up vid file thirty-one from the battle above Earth?" 

"Of course Admiral, " replied the AI and the datascreens around the 
room changed their images to be the one that Lasky requested. 



"Let it play Roland, " said Lasky, and as the video started Lasky 
narrated. "This is about the time when the Reapers figured out how 
much of a threat the _Infinity_ really way and started to focus their 
attention on us. You can see how they completely bypass most Alliance 
warships and even our smaller Frigate screen in an attempt to close 
to their main weapons range with the _Infinity_. " 

"Now, there is no doubt that the Reapers had the numerical advantage 
in this battle. If they had wanted to have their best chance at 
destroying us they should have massed their considerable numbers, 
concentrated and supported their efforts, and overwhelmed our shields 
and hull under a withering amount of consolidated fire. However, 
that's the exact opposite of what they did. The Reapers came at us 
one, two, three ships at a time, which gave our weapons ample 
opportunity to pick most of them off before they got close and 
recharge before the next attackers approached." 

"It's almost as if the Reapers are arrogant," continued Lasky, "And 
why shouldn't they be? From what I've been told about them they've 
been doing this for millennia, destroying thousands of civilizations 
before yours with ease. Why would they have thought any differently 
for this 'harvest'? They expected to steamroll over the entire galaxy 
with their technological superiority. I think that the Reapers simply 
aren't familiar with the concept of fleet-scale coordination like we 
are. They've never needed it to defeat previous races, so why would 
they need it now?" 

"From what I've read each Reaper is created independently from the 
collective consciousness of billions or organic minds confined to one 
mechanical 'body. Each Reaper is it's own 'being' so to speak, it has 
its own thoughts, even it's own name. Shepard's reports on the 
Reapers 'Sovereign' and 'Harbinger' are what I draw this information 
from. It would make sense that they conduct themselves in very 
individualistic manners during combat if they are individuals 
themselves . " 

"If what you say is true Admiral Lasky than the Reaper's arrogance 
and individualism will be their downfall," said Primarch Victus. "But 
I think you know that it will be _your_ ships and crew who make the 
real difference in this war. Your vessels are the only ones capable 
of going toe-to-toe with the Reapers and actually winning, something 
the rest of us can only dream of." 

"Yes, I am aware," confirmed Lasky. "But the question is, how exactly 
are my ships going to be used to make that difference?" 

Lasky 's question sent everyone around the table into deep thought. 
After a moment of silence Admiral Tibrinus spoke up and said, "If 
there is something that we can hold over the Reapers, it's that our 
smaller ships are faster than theirs at sublight speeds, and we have 
a range advantage when it comes to our mass accelerators . I was 
thinking that we could use that and the fact that the MAG's aboard 
your smaller UNSC Frigates and Destroyers ships can disable or 
severely damage a Reaper's kinetic barriers in a single shot to our 
advantage . " 

"Possibly make fast-moving strike groups centered around single UNSC 
ships?" asked Hackett, picking up on what Tibrinus was going for, 

"Six to eight of our ships to every UNSC one." 



"Shoot and scoot tactics. Have them target one Reaper at a time." 
said Captain Skyheit, "Open up with a MAC round that would overwhelm 
a Reaper's kinetic barriers, leaving it vulnerable to attack from 
mass accelerators of the accompanying Turian, Alliance, or Salarian 
ships . " 

"Then haul ass outa there, rinse and repeat, " finished 
Hackett . 

"That very well might be a viable option for our Frigates, 

Destroyers, and even Cruisers, but what about our heavier ships?" 
asked Lasky. "The _Infinity_ and our Heavy Cruisers, as well as 
everyone else's Dreadnoughts and Carriers would either too large or 
slow for such maneuvers, or would attract too much attention." 

"But that's just it Admiral Lasky. Your larger ships have staying 
power, something that the rest of our Navy's sorely lack. Combined 
with our Dreadnoughts, Carriers, and Cruisers we could form the 
backbone of a defensive line around the _Infinity_ and your other 
heavy ships while these hunter-killer packs go out, engage a single 
Reaper, then bolt back to our line before the Reapers have a chance 
to respond," said Tibrinus. 

"This could very well be a viable strategy given some further 
refinement of course, but where would we employ it? What we just 
discussed is a defensive tactic, yet any move against the Reapers on 
planets they've already besieged would be an offensive one. Did you 
have a place in mind where we could attempt this?" asked Admiral 
Manis . 

"I do," said Tibrinus, nodding. "Admiral Lasky, could one of your 
AI ' s bring up the map of the Turian Front?" 

The Turian Admiral ' s request was immediately granted as the 
datascreens changed their image to one of the galactic sector of 
Turian space. Everyone stared at the map for a moment, noting the 
large number of systems that had been colored red. Reaper 
besieged . 

"As you can all see, after hitting Palaven the Reapers have started 
to branch out and advance deeper into Turian space. We've been 
retreating from world to world ever since, trying to save as many 
civilians as we can and consolidate our remaining military power for 
an eventual defensive stand," said Admiral Tibrinus. 

"We believe that the best place to enact this defensive stand would 
be here in the Julta System above the planet of Despara. It's a 
medium-sized world in terms of population but represents one of our 
most significant ship-building operations. The shipyards and raw 
resources of Despara and her surrounding asteroid belt would be vital 
in the repair and rearmament of our remaining fleets," said Tibrinus. 
"However, the real strategic value of Despara lies in the location of 
its Mass Relay. It serves as a natural choke-point in Turian space. 
They Reapers would need to pass through Despara if they wanted to 
continue their advance towards the systems that lay beyond it. If we 
can hold them there we could effectively box in the Reapers and 
confine them to the systems they're already in." 

"Once we do that, we can push out from Despara and take the fight to 
the Reapers," said Hackett. 



"And eventually, retake our home. Take back Palaven, " said Victus, 
his voice full of determination. 

"And Earth," Hackett added quietly. 

Victus placed a hand on Hackett ' s shoulders in support. "And 
Earth . " 

It was at that moment when the door whooshed open and the now Colonel 
Kirrahe stepped through, dressed in the black armor of the STG. He 
stood just inside the doorway for a few seconds, looking over 
everyone present to get a sense of whom he would be working 
alongside . 

"Colonel Kirrahe," greeted Admiral Manis, "Please take a seat." 

"Yes sir, " replied the Salarian, making his way towards the seat 
besides Manis that Puzel had left empty. Evidently his trained eye 
had taken notice of the planet on the datascreens and as he sat down 
he asked, "Despara? In the Julta system correct? Major Turian 
shipyard and natural Mass Relay chokepoint?" 

"Correct. We have been discussing making a defensive stand to head 
off the Reaper's advance into the rest of Turian space," said 
Victus . 

"Interesting. Break their momentum while gaining our own. Do you plan 
to take the offensive to the Reapers if we are successful here?" 
asked Kirrahe. 

"Yes, that is the plan," replied Admiral Tibrinus. 

Manis was well aware of the look Kirrahe possessed, it was the look 
of a man coming up with an idea. "I've known you long enough to know 
that you're thinking of something Colonel, what is it?" 

Kirrahe paused, still getting used to his new rank but nonetheless 
asked, "Are we planning to use the Salarian Stealth Eleet during this 
defensive engagement Admiral Manis?" 

"Of course. We were hoping that Zero Eleet could be one of our 'aces 
in the hole', to borrow a human expression. Why?" 

"I just had an idea for how the STG could help during the push 
towards Palaven, which I am assuming is the overall goal." He saw 
head nods around the room which meant he was correct, then continued 
with, "I would like to use some of the smaller, faster stealth ships, 
mainly Erigates, to insert teams of STG operatives onto Reaper 
controlled planets on the Turian front. We could conduct 
reconnaissance or sabotage operations and coordinate local resistance 
until major fleet actions chase the Reaper ships away and the real 
ground work can begin." 

Manis smiled at Kirrahe 's initiative. "He's already come up with 
better idea in less than a minute than Puzel came up with in his 
entire career. That's an excellent proposal Colonel. I knew I made 
the right choice." 

"Thank you Admiral," said Kirrahe humbly. 



"Do the Reapers know of the significance of Despara and how it 
relates to their goal of conquering Turian space?" asked Dare, ever 
vigilant when it came to details like this. 

"Unfortunately yes," responded Tibrinus. "We've determined that 
there's a pattern to the Reaper's advance through out space, they're 
definitely making their ways towards Despara, only taking time and 
diverting forces to deal with the planets and Turian military groups 
that are in there way." 

"Well then, there isn't any time to lose," said Lasky. "We make for 
the Julta system. We'll hold the Reapers at Despara, and then we take 
the fight to them." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Next up, Shepard! Wrex ! Shepard! Wrex ! The Normandy and 
crew take a vacation to to Sur ' Kesh ! <strong> 

**I also want to take this time to re-extend this invitation if 
you've missed it, but if you have Mass Effect 3 on the PC and want to 
play some co-op multiplayer, feel free to shoot me a PM and we'll see 
if we can work something out!** 

**Don't forget to review!** 


20. Chapter 20: Sur 'Kesh 

**Author's Note: Special shoutout to my Beta JonHarper, my wonderful 
girlfriend, and to Bearmauls for grammar 
proofreading. ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter Twenty: 

Sur ' Kesh<strong> 

**Huerta Memorial Hospital, Citadel, Widow System** 

**March 5****th****, 2186** 

"And you're sure she's going to be all right Doctors?" asked Shepard, 
looking at Ashley Williams sitting upright in her hospital bed. The 
soft beeping of medical equipment drifted throughout the air and the 
room smelled of that typical hospital-antiseptic smell. Through the 
window looking out towards the Presidium Shepard could still see some 
lazily drifting columns of smoke, as well as C-Sec shuttles and UNSC 
aircraft hurrying to and fro. 

Post -action clean up against Cerberus booby-traps was still ongoing 
and the UNSC's efforts to aid the Citadel in restoring basic 
functions and a sense of normalcy could not be understated. But it 
would still be a few more days before life returned to a semblance of 
normal . 


Ashley's two attending doctors. Dr. Chakwas and Dr. Michelle, shared 



a look before Ash spoke up before either of them could. "I'm a 
hundred percent Commander. If you need me I'm ready to go," she said, 
looking up at Shepard eagerly. Perhaps a bit _too_ eagerly, and it 
didn't go unnoticed. 

"You are most definitely _not _one-hundred percent Lieutenant 
Williams, " chastised Chakwas with a scathing glare directed toward 
the Lieutenant . 

"False bravado is a symptom we often observe in soldiers who have 
suffered injuries and believe themselves to be fully recovered, " said 
Michele. "While yes, all _seventy-f our _shrapnel wounds have healed 
nicely; it's evident that you are still displaying symptoms of a 
ma jorconcussion, which is clearly affecting your judgment." 

Ashley lowered her head, looking crestfallen. "Are you leaving soon 
sir? For a mission or something?" 

"Unfortunately yes," replied Shepard. "We're set to depart for 
Sur'Kesh in half-an-hour . I wanted to come check up on you and make 
sure that everything was going well here, despite Cerberus' best 
efforts . " 

"We almost had to restrain Lieutenant Williams during the attack, 
screaming for a rifle like she was," said Michele. 

"I'm not surprised about that at all Doc," Shepard said, chuckling. 
"Ash has always beenaC 1 tenacious." 

Ash just rolled her eyes at Shepard, and he continued with asking 
Chakwas, "When will she be cleared for active duty?" 

"In a normal patient that sustained this level of injury, at this 
point I would be saying no less than a week. However, due in part to 
Ashley's 'tenaciousness' I think, she has been recovering faster than 
usual. I'll discharge her in four days, but I'd prefer if someone 
kept an eye on her to make sure that her concussion symptoms have 
gone away," said Chakwas. 

"Four days," repeated Shepard, thinking. "It's going to take almost 
one day to travel to Sur'Kesh, another two to get to Tuchanka, but 
who knows how long we'll have to end up staying there. I promise Ash 
that as soon as we can we'll swing by the Citadel to pick you back 


"Thank you Commander," said Ash, "I know it's only been a few days 
but I'm itching to get out of this hospital bed. I hate just laying 
here all day doing nothing." 

"I spent two straight years in a hospital bed Williams, you're 
preaching to the choir," said Shepard smirking. He stepped over and 
patted her on the shoulder, saying, "You make sure that you follow 
your doctor's orders so that you're good to go by the time we get 
back . " 

"Aye aye sir, " replied Williams, grinning ear-to-ear at the thought 
of getting back to the action. 

"Kaiden, Garrus, Liara, and Wrex are waiting outside to see you, " 
said Shepard. "I'll send them in on my way out. Doctor Chakwas, a 



word in private please?" 

Chakwas nodded at him and the pair made for the door. The four people 
he had mentioned perked up at the sound of the door sliding open and 
as Shepard and Chakwas stepped through he nodded his head back 
towards the inside of Ashley's room. 

Wrex was predictably the first one through the door and Shepard could 
hear him say, "Well well, if it isn't Lieutenant Pyjack. Heard you 
nearly jumped on a grenade to save some bird-brain on Menae . You've 
got a quad . " 

"Not _some _bird-brain, " corrected Garrus, "_The_ bird-brain, now 
that Sparatus is dead at least." 

The doors to the room slid shut and barred the rest of the 
conversation from Shepard's ears, so instead he followed Chakwas to a 
quiet, out of the way corner of the hospital floor. Huerta Memorial 
was packed to the figurative brim with patients, trying to stem the 
tide of the thousands of soldiers and civilians that had been wounded 
in the Cerberus attack. Beds and patients lined nearly every 
available space and dozens of nurses and doctors flitted to and from 
caring for them. 

Amongst the skin-tight, shiny labcoats of the Human, Asari, Salrian 
and Turian medical staff he could make out the white-and-blue striped 
split labcoats and scrubs of UNSC doctors and nurses, as well as the 
dark gun-metal grey armor of a few UNSC Corpsmen. A quartet of 
regular UNSC Marines were posted by the main entryway, wary eyes 
surveying the buzz of activity while trying their best to remain out 
of the way. 

"So Commander, " said Chakwas, tearing Shepard from his observations, 
"You wished to speak with me?" 

"Yes. I want you back on _Normandy_. " 

Chakwas chuckled lightly, a small smile on her thin lips. "You always 
did get right to the point Shepard." 

"So? What do you say?" 

"Now Commander, not so fast." The Doctor's smile grew into a wide 
grin, "You're going to have to sweet talk me this time." 

"Sweet talk? What?" asked Shepard, obviously confused. 

"I'd have to say that my life is quite enjoyable now. In fact, I 
could think of several reasons why life on the _Normandy _would be 
worse than what I have currently." 

"Oh yeah? Well shoot, " Shepard challenged. 

"For starters. I'll have next to no time off." 

"Yeah, there will likely always be something that needs doing." 

"I would have to start sharing a bed again." 

"But it will always be a warm one, benefits of hotbunking." 



"The food is normally quite bland." 

"Our military rations are cooked to perfection, thank you." 

"The work is dangerous." 

"That just means additional combat zone pay." 

"Please. Even with that the money wouldn't be nearly as good. My 
wages in the private sector are almost triple what they were when I 
was serving in the Alliance," said Chakwas . 

"True," conceded Shepard. His _own_ pay was only a measly 80,000 
credits a year, a paltry sum compared to what he earned monthly now 
from the royalties gained off of mining data he sold during his 
Cerberus planet-probing phase. 

"The company is rough, strange aliens and tough soldiers, " continued 
the Doctor. 

"But we have piercing eyes and sensitive souls." 

They stared at each other for several seconds before Chakwas crossed 
her arms over her chest and stated, "I want a promotion." 

"Done," said Shepard, matching her previous grin with one of his own. 
"Welcome aboard, _Senior_ Chief Medical Officer." He leaned inwards 
before whispering tantalizingly in her ear, "And the next round of 
Serrice Ice Brandy is on me." 

"Commander, you sure know just what to say to a girlaC 1 " laughed 
Chakwas, jabbing him lightly with her elbow. 

Shepard took a step back and straightened up, asking, "How soon can 
you report to the _Normandy_?" 

"In actuality I don't have much in the way of personal belongings. 

And since I spend the majority of my time here in the hospital rather 
than my apartment almost everything is in my locker. If you give me a 
couple of minutes to notify the staff of my resignation and to grab 
my things I can accompany you back to the dock." 

"Very well," replied Shepard. "We're set to depart in an hour after 
we finish taking on the last of our fuel and supplies. Major Kirrahe 
asked to speak with me before we left so I wanted to arrive earlier 
than the rest of the crew. Liara and the rest know how to find their 
way back . " 

"Excellent. Shall we?" 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><pXstrong>SSV <strong>_* *Normandy* *_ 

**En Route to Sur'Kesh** 

**March 6****th****, 2186** 

"Two-hundred and fiveaCl two-hundred and tenaC 1 two-hundred and 



f ifteena€ 1 " 


The Master Chief ran the nano-fiber cleaning cloth around the 
outsides of the cyclic energy attenuator before placing it back in 
its spot exactly half-an-inch to the right of the dorsal venting 
cusp . 

He shifted his weight slightly, rebalancing himself as he hung 
upside-down from an elevated excessive bar by legs. He quickly pumped 
out another set of five crunches before returning his body and hands 
back to his very specific neutral position. 

"One hundred and twenty," said Cortana of f-handedly . On the floor in 
front of him lay the three-hundred and fifty-four individual 
components that made up his Experimental Adaptive Combat System. 
Getting close to being done, he moved on to cleaning the next 
part . 

"You're more quiet than usual," noted Chief, gingerly picking up the 
manufacturing conversion tip and starting upon its specific cleaning 
process. Other than counting out his reps Cortana had been rather 
silent. Usually she was chatting his ear off about something or 
other. "What's on your mind?" 

"I'm justaC 1 concerned about what's to come," she said. Chief didn't 
need to look at her avatar was frowning, her tone of voice told him 
that much. 

"About Despara? You don't think the fleet can hold?" asked 
Chief . 

"No, it's not that. If anything I'm quite confident about our chances 
at Despara. I've been running simulations based on the Admiral's 
plans almost constantly as data has been coming in, and the majority 
of them come out with us as the victors." Cortana sighed, another 
human inflection that she had picked up over the years. "No, what I'm 
worried about is what comes afterwards. Two-hundred and 
twenty . " 

"How so?" John grunted out between sets. 

"What happened back at Alliance Earth, specifically what _I _somehow 
did to the Mass Relay, gave us what, two weeks maximum until the 
Reapers open up another front in Alliance Space? Less than that now. 
Two-hundred and twenty-five." 

"You're worried that we won't be able to expel the Reapers from 
Turian Space before they open the other front, " Chief said, following 
her line of thought and setting down a small component of his rifle's 
mini-hardlight manufacturing plant. 

"Yes," she replied rather grimly. "The Reapers have laid siege to 
thirty-one Turian planets in twenty-three individual systems by now. 
The Turians that are resisting on those systems are barely holding 
out, but they're being bled dry doing it. They won't last much longer 
without support. Two-hundred and thirty. Given their numbers, two 
weeks to root the Reapers _completely_ out of the Turian sector in 
time to transition forces to Alliance space isn't just extremely 
optimistic, it's downright impossible." 



"I had thought that was a given," said Chief, just finishing his 
third crunch out of his most recent set of five. "In terms of 
galactic warfare two weeks is nothing. The Covenant War went on for 
thirty-plus years. Lasky has to know that timeframe is 
unreasonable . " 

"Two-hundred and thirty-five. He does know, he's told me as such. 
Lasky 's primary concern is stretching our limited and more than 
likely un-replenishable forces too thin, and that's exactly what a 
two-front war would do. Effective as our warships may be against the 
Reapers, if the squids manage to cut off and swarm an individual ship 
there wouldn't be anything we could do to stop it. The loss of even 
_one_ of our Charon frigates would be a significant hit to our 
strategic power. Two-hundred and forty." 

"Any suggestions on what we should do?" 

"I run millions of calculations every second, of course I have 
suggestions, " said Cortana, smirking despite knowing that John 
couldn't see her avatar from the projector circle behind him. "We 
can't afford to get bogged down in lengthy search-and-destroy type 
operations throughout Turian space. Two-hundred and forty-five. We 
need to locate and isolate the largest packets of Reaper forces we 
can find, then strike hard and fast as we make our way to Palaven. 
Since the Reaper offensive is currently rampaging through Turian 
space, we'll have several options to choose from in launching an 
aggressive counter-attack . _We'll _have the initiative. We'll _have_ 
to have the initiative. 

"Such aggressive tactics could risk leaving other Reaper forces at 
our backs that could strike out our supply chains or create similar 
sorts of havoc," said Chief. 

"Yet if we dither too long in Palaven space and don't reinforce 
Alliance space the much larger Reaper force expected to arrive there 
will steamroll right over us. Two-hundred and fifty." 

The Master Chief shook his head, sighing quietly. "This sort of 
large-scale galactic strategy isn't my forte." 

"You don't need to tell me that," Cortana said mirthfully. "You're a 
grunt through and through. We'll leave it to Lasky and the other Big 
Wigs, they'll find a solution." 

"Two-hundred and fifty-five, " grunted Chief as he put the last piece 
that needed cleaning back on the ground, the exterior trigger 
mechanism . 

"Oh by the way. Lieutenant Vega is coming," alerted Cortana. 

Though his auditory senses were significantly diminished when he was 
outside of his armor, they were still better than almost any human 
alive possessed. He blamed his inability to hear Vega coming down the 
stairs on the louder hum of the mass effect drive as it propelled the 
_Normandy_ through FTL speeds and his conversation with Cortana. 

There was also the fact that she full well could have notified him 
much earlier, and perhaps Vega was walking extra-quiet ly in an 
attempt to surprise the Spartan. 

Still hanging upside down he looked 'up' and saw Vega at the end of 



his corridor walking towards him, dressed in his typical black pants 
and grey Alliance Spec Ops shirt. 

The Chief made a move to get off of his excersie bar but Vega quickly 
held out his hands and said, "No, please, stay where you are. I'm not 
interrupting anything am I?" The Lieutenant's eyes darted to the mass 
of rifle parts laid out along the floor and quickly came to the 
conclusion that he indeed might have. 

"Just weapon maintenance. I'm finished with cleaning, just have to 
put it back together," said Chief. 

Vega's eyes traversed the hundreds of parts in neat rows and column 
and said, "This looks extremely complicated for simple weapon 
maintenance . " 

"The Adaptive Combat System is just barely out of the prototype 
phase, UNSC scientists and engineer are still working on efforts to 
streamline it." 

"There must be more than two hundred individual parts here, it must 
be a nightmare to take apart on the battlefield. What if you suffer a 
jam? How many pieces would you have to disassemble?" 

"The weapon never jams," said Chief flatly. "But in the event of some 
other malfunction or for rapid cleaning the rifle can be split into 
its eight most basic components." 

"Huh. So I'm guessing that thisaCl" said Vega, pointing towards an 
upside-down Master Chief with hundreds of weapons parts below him, 

"Is 'thorough' cleaning?" 

"Yes. So Lieutenant, did you need something?" asked Chief, crossing 
his arms over his chest. 

"Yeah, " he said, gesturing back towards the direction of the shuttle 
bay. "Hungry?" 

Chief thought for a brief second. It had been several hours since he 
had last eaten, it had been on the Citadel in fact. Right before 
their debrief to Lasky about Blue Team's mission on the Cerberus 
Cruiser he had wolfed down an energy bar, but nothing since then. As 
if on cue he felt his stomach start to grumble. 

"Yes actually, " he responded. 

"Cool, I'll give you a few minutes to put that mess back together," 
Vega said, pointing towards the disassembled ACS and then turning 
around and walking away. "Hope you like eggs. Picked 'em up on the 
Citadel . " 

Chief watched him go and once the Spartan was sure that Vega had left 
Engineering he started to put his rifle back together. His hands 
became a blur of precise practiced movements as he assembled the 
rifle, the whole process done in less than five minutes. One he was 
finished he swung off the exercise bar, put his ACS and cleaning kit 
in one of his secure lockers which Cortana promptly locked, and 
started towards the stairs. 

"Eggs? At three in the morning?" asked Cortana, slightly 



amused . 


"You should know as well as anyone that day/night cycles are 
relatively meaningless on a warship," retorted Chief. "BesidesaCl I 
am hungry . " 

"You humans and your inefficient need for basic 'necessities.' Fine, 
go eat your eggs. I'll be here sorting and analyzing all of the data 
I managed to pull from the Citadel's encrypted databases." 

"Cortana, I thought Admiral Lasky said no hacking." 

"Oh you know Lasky, he's quite the joker. He didn't _really_ mean 
that. Probably. Besides, it got boring near the end of our crusade to 
expel Cerberus. I had to find something to occupy myself." 

While Chief knew that Lasky wasn't as intense and by-the-books as 
other officers he had served under like the _Infinity_'s late Captain 
Del Rio, he was positive that Lasky had meant what he said. But, he 
knew better than to try and dissuade Cortana from her antics. 

Trying to tell her not to hack secure databases was like trying to 
tell an M9 High-Explosive Dual-Purpose Fragmentation Grenade not to 
detonate point five seconds after it hit the surface. Cortana was 
literally created to be the best piece of cyber-warfare and hacking 
equipment the UNSC had ever produced, and they were very successful 
at doing so. 

He gave a silent sigh, resigning himself to hoping that Cortana was 
capable enough to not get caught by anyone. He knew she was, but he 
hoped so too. Chief made his way towards the stairs that led out of 
Engineering . 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The small door to the service staircase spiraling around the 
<em>Normandy<em> ' s elevator slid open and the Master Chief stepped 
through, the metal barrier sliding shut nearly silently behind him. 
Though the overhead lights were quite dim to reflect the current 
night shift his enhanced vision could still easily make out the large 
white-block lettering on the bulkhead in front of him spelling 
CREWDECK. 

The ship had finished its series of relay hops from the Citadel mass 
relay to the one in the Annos Basin about thirty minutes ago, and the 
_Normandy_ was currently cruising through conventional FTL on it's 
way to the Pranas System and its final destination of the Salarian 
homeworld of Sur'Kesh. 

Chief glanced at the watch-sized tac-pad he wore on his wrist, 0305. 
Around six hours until they were set to arrive at Sur'Kesh. A quiet 
sound caught his attention suddenly, and he cocked his head to see if 
it repeated itself. It did a second later, another soft cracking 
sound followed by some light scraping. It seemed like it was coming 
from the mess hall so Chief made his way in that direction. 

As he passed into sight of the mess hall he discovered the source of 
the noise, one Lieutenant James Vega hunched over the stove in the 
_Normandy_'s small kitchenette. Vega noticed the Master Chief 
appearing in his peripheral vision and turned his head to look at 



him, saying, "Hey Chief." 


The Spartan just nodded in response. Most everyone else was asleep. 
Since they were cruising in the safety of FTL only the most vital 
crew were still at their stations, like the pilot, and engineers 
monitoring systems that required 24/7 oversight. The majority was 
sleeping in the crew quarters or in the sleeping pods down towards 
gunnery control. 

"Why don't you sit down? It'll just be a couple more minutes," said 
Vega . 

Chief picked a spot at the small four-person table nearest the 
kitchenette and sat down, trying to ignore the feeling of uneasiness 
that was slowly creeping into him. It wasn't Vega's fault, the large 
Marine has been nothing but polite and welcoming to him. Rather it 
was just that he still hadn't gotten used to the _Normandy_ and the 
rest of Shepard's crew. 

After years of working alone following the disaster that was Reach, 
being separated from the Spartans that had been his only family since 
he was six years old, fighting against the horrors of the Covenant, 
the Flood, and the Didact, he had finally returned to some sense of 
normalcy . 

He had been reunited with his team, Fred, Kelly, Linda, his friends. 
He had once again been given purpose, drive, a sense of _normalcy_. 
Whether it was eradicating remnants of the Storm Covenant, conducting 
deep range reconnaissance of surviving outer colonies to determine 
the strength of the Insurrection, or accompanying scientist teams on 
investigations to newly discovered Forerunner installations, he had 
always had a mission. 

But now, Lasky had separated him from his fellow Spartans and placed 
him on the _Normandy_ with the broad order of 'protecting UNSC 
interests' and not much else. The Master Chief had a great respect 
for Lasky after what he did to help him take out the Didact back on 
Requiem, but he still didn't understand why _he_ had to be the one to 
accompany Shepard. 

Another reason he felt uneasy was because the Commander had politely 
asked Chief to keep his armor off outside of combat situations, like 
on the _Normandy_ or around the Citadel. Chief had been very 
reluctant, his MJOLNIR was as much a part of him as a second layer of 
skin, but his decades of military experience had caught the unsaid 
order in between Shepard's words. 

As such he felt almost naked in a way, relegated to wearing nothing 
but Alliance fatigues, combat boots, a personal hardlight barrier, 
and a hefty M6H magnum. Shepard had said that it was supposed to make 
him more approachable to the crew, but Chief wasn't so sure about 
that. Most everyone had stayed a comfortable distance away from him, 
whether it was due to his massive figure, intimidating looks because 
of his pale skin and myriad of scars, or just because he was UNSC and 
therefore an unknown quantity. 

Even his fellow UNSC personnel were the same way in a sense, Dolton 
and Cehack spending more time around the two aircraft in the Shuttle 
Bay and Doctor Woods engrossed in discussions about galactic culture 
or alien biology with the Asari Doctor Liara T'soni. The only person 



he could truly call a friend on the _Normandy_ was Cortana, just like 
it had been for the past several years actually. 

Chief frowned, thinking back to when she awakened him on the _Forward 
Unto Dawn_ after five years of cryo-sleep. As the pair paraded around 
on Requiem trying to stop the Didact it was obvious that she was in 
the last stages of her seven-year lifespan, and that the telltale 
signs of rampancy were starting to set in. At first Chief didn't want 
to believe it, that his closest partner, someone who knew him almost 
better than he knew himself, someone who had quite literally been 
inside of his head, was at the end of her life. 

As they fought across the Forerunner shield world his greatest fear 
hadn't been the Storm Covenant, the Prometheans, or even the Didact 
himself. It had been the fear of losing Cortana, losing the one thing 
that mattered to him the most. 

Now the Chief was far from religious, but it had sure felt like a 
miracle when the imprint of the Librarian had rewritten Cortana 's 
'genetic code' in the same way that she had rewritten his own to 
become immune to the effects of the Composer. The Librarian's imprint 
had imparted fractions of its own code to Cortana, overwriting the 
comparatively primitive sections that had started their descent into 
rampancy . 

After he had destroyed the _Mantle's_ _Approach_ with a well-placed 
HAVOK nuclear missile launched from his Broadsword and gotten back 
under UNSC control, he reluctantly let scientists and engineers look 
at Cortana, under the assurance of Lord Hood that she would be 
returned, to see what changed. 

The Master Chief was a soldier through and through, so the vast 
majority of the scientific jargon passed right over his head. The 
only things he caught that he thought _did_ matter was that they 
determined that Cortana had become metastable, which meant that she 
wouldn't be going anywhere for a very long time. 

At that moment Vega turned around from the stove, two rather gigantic 
plates of eggs in his hands. He set them down with a smile, saying, 
"Sorry if I made too much, I just figured you'd be the type of person 
who would eat a lot of eggs." 

Chief eyed the heaping plate of eggs as Vega went back for two 
glasses of water, precise vision picking out the small granules of 
salt and pepper that had been used for seasoning and seeing the small 
wisps of steam rising up into the _Normandy_'s recycled 
atmosphere . 

"Here, try sprinkling some of this over 'em," said Vega, passing 
Chief a small bottle of red sauce labeled 'Tabasco.' "Not too much 
though, unless you really like that sort of kick." 

Chief took his advice, uncapping the bottle and portioning a small 
amount of the Tabasco over his plate. He handed it back to Vega who 
applied a much more vigorous coating of the sauce to his own plate. 
"Bon appetite, " the Marine said quietly before forking a large 
spoonful of eggs into his mouth. Chief following suit right 
after . 


The two ate in silence for a minute or so before Vega asked between 



bites, "So how are they?" 

"Good," responded Chief. In actuality, after an entire lifetime of 
growing up on UNSC mess halls and MRE ' s this simple plate of eggs was 
without a doubt the tastiest dish he had ever eaten in his life. 

The Spartan wolfed down the rest of his eggs in less than three 
minutes, fast eating a by-product of eating meals in the field where 
you could be called back into action at any second. Not wanting to be 
rude and leave the table right then, he figured he could try and 
follow Shepard's advice to get to know the crew better by trying to 
strike up a conversation with Vega. "You mentioned that you couldn't 
sleep? " 

"Yeaha€l I've just been thinking a lot. About everything, you know?" 
said Vega. 

"About what? The Reapers? Cerberus and the Citadel?" asked 
Chief . 

"Well yeah of course, I mean who wouldn't be thinking about the 
possible end of life as we know it or a large-scale terrorist on the 
center of galactic civilization?" Vega said, shaking his head. "No, 
it's not that so much. I'd rather leave the large-scale worrying to 
the Generals and Admirals. No, I've just been wondering what I'm 
doing here, on the _Normandy_. " 

"I'm not sure I follow," said Chief, furrowing his brows, though he 
was starting to suspect what might be bothering the Alliance 
Marine . 

Vega chuckled quietly, saying, "I don't think that you would. I'm not 
sure if you know or not, but Commander Shepard? He's a _maltido_ 
legend. The Hero of the Skyllian Blitz, the Savior of the Citadel, 
the Destroyer of the CollectorsaC 1 Almost everyone in the galaxy has 
heard of Shepard. And his crew? Garrus Vakarian? Liara T'soni? Major 
Alenko? Lieutenant Commander Williams? Flight Lieutenant Moreau? 
Shepard's ship, the _Normandy_? They're all legends as well." 

"What are you trying to say?" 

"What I'm trying to say is, what the hell am _I_ doing here?" 
revealed Vega, letting his fork fall to his empty plate with a small 
crash. "I'm just your average jarhead." 

Now Chief understood. 

"I've seen you fight Vega, you're an excellent soldier," said Chief, 
thinking back to the Marine's solid performances on Mars and 
Menae . 

"Thanks," Vega said genuinely, "But just think about it. Shepard's an 
N7, the Alliance's best of the best. Shepard, Alenko, and T'soni are 
all practiced biotics. Williams has graduated from a dozen different 
combat schools and is a certified heavy weapons specialist. Vakarian 
is without a doubt the best sniper and marksman I've ever 
seen . " 

Chief gave a quick exhale of breath through his nose at that last 
statement, the Turian couldn't hold a candle to Linda. 



"And you're some kind of UNSC supersoldier," continued Vega, "And 
don't say you aren't, because I've seen what regular UNSC marines 
look like, I've seen them on the Citadel. There's a reason you were 
the only UNSC soldier that was put on the _Normandy_. " 

Chief simply nodded, Vega was right after all. He supposed the 
Spartan-II's were the closest thing the UNSC had to 'supersoldiers' 
after all. 

"Then there's me. Do you know what I was doing before I got swept up 
onto the _Normandy_ when the Reaper's landed on Earth? I was an 
armory technician. I was actually helping Lieutenant Commander 
Williams with her new set of armor, then the first wave of Reapers 
showed up and threw themselves at the fleets and Williams conscripted 
me into her squad. Now, here I am." 

"You think that you don't belong here," Chief deduced. 

"Exactly," replied Vega, staying silent for a minute. "Working in 
that armory was a glorified desk job. I used to be Special Eorces, 
serving on our outer colonies, protecting new Alliance worlds from 
slavers, meres, or worse. " 

Vega sat there, his head facing the direction of the darkened medbay 
but his eyes glazed over, unfocused. "I was stationed on a world 
called Eel Prime when a race called the Collectors attacked." 

"I've read about them," Chief said, recalling the information from a 
specific set of pages in one of Cortana's information 
dossiers . 

"Yeah? Well then you should know that they're a living nightmare. 

They wanted to harvest the colonies population, and it was our squads 
job to keep that from happening." Vega let out a heavy sigh, gaze 
shifting downwards to the table below him. "Long story short, we 
failed. All of the colonists died, along with most of my squad. 
Alliance Brass commended me over and over again for my performance 
and they even promoted me, but I didn't deserve it. I _requested_ 
that armory position for a reason." 

Silence fell for another short while. Chief could obviously the 
Marine was heavily conflicted. Vega felt that, compared to the 
legends that had become of Shepard and his crew, he didn't stack up. 
He was just a regular Alliance marine, among a team of giants who had 
accomplished near mythical feats; people who have saved the _entire 
_galaxy. Twice. It was that last part that really seemed to hit home 
with Vega. He didn't care for the fame or the glory, he only cared 
for protecting his people and he had yet to take to heart that most 
important of lessons. In war people died, despite your best efforts 
to save them. Chief couldn't help but draw parallels to his own 
experiences . 

"I fought on dozens of planets during the Covenant War. No matter how 
many battles we won on the ground, how many we killed, how many we 
saved, it hardly mattered. After destroying our own ships the 
Covenant would just glass the planet from orbit. I know what it's 
like to lose civilians." 

He looked up at Vega and saw that the Lieutenant was watching him 



with rapt attention, so Chief continued. "At the start of the 
Covenant War there were nearly thirty Spartans, soldiers just like 
me. Now there are only seven of us left. We had all known and fought 
with each other for decades. They weren't just my squadmates, they 
were my family. So I know what it's like to suffer that kind of loss 
as well . " 

Vega let out a heavy sigh. "I have a feeling that you don't tell many 
people that . " 

"You would be right." 

"Well? How do you do it? Get past it you know?" asked Vega. 

"There's always another mission. I just focus on that as best I 


"What happens when you run out of missions?" 

The Master Chief didn't have an answer for that one. After Vega had 
determined that for himself he stood up and took his plate to the 
kitchenette sink. "Nice talking with you Chief, and thank you." he 
said before walking away towards the elevator, leaving the Spartan 
alone at the table. 

He heard the elevator close and at that moment Cortana's small 
holographic avatar popped up on the table in front of him, hands 
cocked on her hips. "I must say, that's the most I've heard you talk 
at one time, actually ever. Strange." 

The AI was right. The Master Chief's throat certainly felt strange, 
sore and dry in a way that it hadn't felt since right after his 
augmentations. He didn't know what had possessed him to open up to 
Vega in the way he did, but he had. "What's strange?" he asked 
Cortana, referring to her last word. 

The AI graced him with a beaming smile. "I think you might have made 
a friend . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 

><pXstrong>Sur ' Kesh<strong> 

"Now remember, this is a simple pickup. The Salarians are going to 
bring us to the female, take her out of containment, and we all 
return to the _Normandy_. Easy. So keep your weapons bolstered, " said 
Shepard. "Wrex." 

The Krogan shot Shepard a toothy snarl at his last word. "Nothing's 
ever _simple_ when it comes to the Salarians, " he grunted, 
begrudgingly returning his monstrous Claymores shotgun to the small 
of his back, "Sneaky bastards. If they try something I'm killing 
every single one of them." 

"_Wrex_, " said Shepard sternly, "No one's killing anyone else. The 
Salarians are our allies." 

"You'll forgive me if I'm not immediately friendly with the species 
that intended to doom the Krogan to extinction. That female is the 
future of my race and I'll be damned if any Salarian keeps her from 



me, " Wrex exclaimed hotly, causing Shepard to let out a heavy sigh 
and rub his temples. 

From the other side of the troop bay the Master Chief observed the 
exchange with no small amount of apprehension. The Great Uniter of 
the Krogan Clans had been on edge ever since they arrived in-system, 
and while Chief could certainly understand his fervor to save his 
race, at the same time he wasn't too interested in getting into a 
firefight on the Salarian homeworld because of a snapped 
temper . 

Judging by the concerned expressions on the faces of Major Alenko and 
Dr. T'soni, he wasn't the only one who felt that way. Garrus was just 
busy going over his sniper rifle, only giving a passing glance to 
Wrex and Shepard's conversation. 

"_Thirty seconds out, we've been giving clearance to land by Salarian 
Base Control," _informed Cortez through the Kodiak's internal 
speakers . 

"Good, " responded Shepard, "Tell Viper-Heavy to stay in the air 
shadowing the landing pad." 

"_Roger Commander. 

The stealth gunship, Vega and Previa embarked, was going to serve as 
their fast-reaction force if needed. Chief hoped that the heavy 
weaponry aboard the Pelican wouldn't be needed, but it felt nice to 
have it just in case they did. 

The half-minute until they landed passed in silence, and Chief felt 
the slight thump of the shuttle setting down on the pad through the 
soles of his boots. Shepard did a final check of his squad to make 
sure that everyone had their weapons bolstered, spending a couple of 
more seconds looking over Wrex just to make sure he was 
alright . 

Shepard hit the door open button and the side of the Kodiak slid open 
to reveal the Salarian homeworld of Sur'Kesh. The group stepped out 
onto the landing pad into the waiting gazes of a squad of eight 
black-armored Salarians soldiers, their weapons bolstered behind 
their backs or on their hips as well. 

Chief took a moment to look around, the beauty of the lush jungles, 
steep cliffs, and gushing waterfalls mostly unnoticed by the Spartan. 
Instead he thought about how a couple of cliff-faces were just within 
range for a shot from a skilled sniper. 

One of the Salarians stepped forwards towards Shepard and said, 
"Commander Shepard, I'm Padok Wiks, the base commander of this 
research facility. Major Kirrahe told us to expect you're 
arrival . " 

"Good," responded Shepard, "Though I'm sorry to say that the Major 
was called away to the War Council and thus was not able to accompany 


"We were aware of that as well," nodded Wiks. "Please, if you'll 
follow me I'll lead you down to the research labs." 



Shepard nodded and with a hand wave motioned his group forwards as 
the Salarian guards moved to flank them. The Master Chief however was 
still deep in his own observations of their surroundings and their 
Salarian hosts. With the help of Cortana he was thoroughly analyzing 
every Salarian he could see for such things like weaponry 
specif icat ions , armor types, unit insignia, body language, and facial 
expressions to name a few. 

He wasn't an expert on Salarian mannerisms but from what Cortana was 
relaying through his ear they were all displaying signs of outwards 
calmness and professionalism, expected of STG soldiers at such a 
high-value location. 

However, when Chief's gaze shifted to the last of their Salarian STG 
guard the hairs on the back of his neck stood up, his muscles tensed, 
and his eyes instinctively narrowed. He looked up and down the 
Salarian trying to find out what gave him such a visceral, negative 
reaction but everything he saw visually didn't suggest any 
differences compared to his comrades. 

Cortana sensed Chief's physical reaction and ran a directed scan on 
the Salarian in the center of the Spartan's vision, but again none of 
the vital sign readings suggested that anything was amiss. 

Chief frowned as they reached what looked to be the open door to a 
large elevator to which Padok Wiks motioned them inside. Their 
Salarian guard took positions outside of the door, obviously not 
going to accompany them down into the depths of the research base. 
Remembering his discussion with Shepard about trusting his instincts 
back when he was attacked by Shepard's former squadmate Miranda, as 
the door started to close Chief sent a text message to Commander's 
helmet visor. 

"_Commander, as I was examining the guard squad that greeted us I 
came across a Salarian that didn't feel right . 

Chief could see Shepard's brows furrow beneath his clear visor and he 
soon got a return message that said, _"Didn't feel right? What do you 
mean? 


"_When I looked at him the hairs on the back of my neck stood up and 
my muscles instinctively tensed up," _Chief told him, _"It's the same 
reaction I get whenever there is a strong possibility of imminent 
danger . 

"_I didn't get any such reaction, but I believe you Chief. We have to 
get this Krogan female, but I'll tell the squad to be on their 
guard . 

A couple of seconds later he could see Kaiden, Liara, Garrus, and 
Wrex all subtly tense up, having gotten Shepard's message through 
their earpieces or on their own visors. Base Commander Padok Wiks 
noticed this small change, but aside from a second of rapid eye 
blinking showed no other physical reaction to it. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p><em>Killing the Krogan Female is the primary objective. Kirrahe 
Shepard and Wiks are secondary, but kill them if you have the 
opportunity as well. Succeed, and you will be remembered as a hero. 



Fail, and your entire family will fall into ruin.<em> 


The Salarian Corporal breathed heavily, remembering his orders. He 
flexed his three fingers against his palm in the precise order that 
would trigger the pressure plate beneath his glove, thereby arming 
the explosive vest lining his armor. 

The former head of STG, Colonel Puzel, had contacted him a day ago 
and given him an ultimatum. Sacrifice himself to kill the Krogan 
female cured of the Genophage as well as other key members if 
possible, or the last remaining copy of his family's reproduction 
data would be destroyed. 

Puzel had said that his viruses had wiped out all digitally stored 
copies, and when the Corporal had tried to access them he found that 
the Colonel hadn't been lying. On the vidcall Puzel had held up the 
OSD that contained the last remaining copy, and by then he Salarian 
knew he had no choice but to comply. Any attempts to report or alert 
other STG authorities to Puzel ' s plan would result in immediate 
destruction, so the Corporal hadn't even tried. 

This was his entire family that was on the line. Unlike most other 
Citadel races, Salarian families consisted of hundreds of parents, 
siblings, uncles, aunts, and cousins. Losing the data that would be 
key into negotiated reproduction contracts would for certain bring 
his loved ones to ruin. He couldn't let that happen. 

If he had to die, so be it. He was doing his duty. The clan always 
came first. If the Krogan had to die, so be it. He never liked them 
anyways, and disagreed with the recent changes to the Salarian 
political mindset that the Krogan were needed for the war effort. If 
Shepard and his crewmembers had to die, so be it. He never thought 
that his merry band of vigilantes deserved the hero worship they got 
either . 

The Salarian Corporal nodded. He would certainly die. But it wouldn't 
be in vain. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>They soon stepped out into the laboratory proper, a large room 
dotted with research terminals staffed by their attending Salarian 
scientists, technicians and engineers. Cortana highlighted several 
Salarian guards posted around the edges of the room, watching 
Shepard's newly arrived group with cautious gazes. The Master Chief 
picked up one Salarian making his way towards them, this one sporting 
some type of semi-armored labcoat and missing the top of his right 
horn . <p> 

"Mordin?" questioned Shepard in a tone of disbelief, obviously 
recognizing the Salarian. 

"Shepard, good to see you," the Salarian 'Hordin' replied. 

"What are you doing here?" asked Shepard, extending a hand which 
Mordin shook. 

"After defeat of Collectors was asked by STG to become 'special 
consultant'," said Mordin in his characterist ically short, clipped 
pattern of speech. "Sent tip to STG following dismantling of Maelon's 



clinic. Team came to extract surviving Krogan females and provide 
adequate medical attention." 

Mordin then leaned in close to whisper into Shepard's ear, but 
luckily the Chief's auditory sensors were advanced enough to still 
pick it up. "Am Wrex ' s secret contact. Notified him of single 
surviving female that showed full signs of Genophage cure." 

The Salarian doctor leaned back and continued with, "Efforts to 
synthesize universal cure stonewalled by political infighting." He 
glanced back towards the inside of the lab with a look of distaste on 
his face before turning back to Shepard. "Until now. Have been 
working nonstop for past ten hours since receiving order to commit 
full resources to curing Genophage. Maelon's researched proved to be 
a boon in our efforts." 

"And? Have you made any progress?" questioned Wrex quickly. 

"Some. Need tissue samples from viable Krogan male to proceed 
further." Mordin looked up at Wrex, saying, "Shouldn't be a problem 
anymore . " 

The Doctor put a finger to his ear and was silent for a few seconds 
before he said, "They're bringing her out of stasis now. It should 
only be a few minutes." 

Mordin took a step towards Shepard, looking up and down his group. 
"Kaidan. Garrus . Liara. Wrex. Evidence of reassembling old team, 
under Alliance banner again. Williams?" 

"Injured on Menae, " said Shepard. "She's recovering well on the 
Citadel . " 

"I see," responded Mordin. He then took a long look at the Master 
Chief, eyes traversing up and down his armored bulk. "And then, there 
isa€l this?" 

"Him, actually, " corrected Shepard. 

"Him? So, not a mech. Theorized as much. Movements too fluid. Too 
precise . " 

"Master Chief Petty Officer Spartan-117, United Nations Space 
Command," announced Chief. 

"Hmm. Interesting," said Mordin. "MCPO is Naval rank yes? Rules out 
Marine Corps involvement. Special Operations is my hypothesis, 
supported by advanced looking armor and weapon systems, and fact that 
moniker 'Spartan-117' was given instead of name. But why are you with 
the Commander?" 

"I'll explain everything later Mordin," said Shepard, "It's all 
ratheraC 1 complicated . " 

"Of course, much is these days, " said Mordin, shaking his head. He 
turned around and saw a door on the far side of the room open. "Here 
she comes now." 

They all turned their heads to watch her approach, flanked by two 
Salarian STG guards on either side. She was dressed in navy blue 



trimmed with silver and an ornate headdress that covered most of her 
face save the bridge of her nose and her two small eyes. Wrex was the 
first to approach her and he started to say, "My name is Urdnot Rex 
and I'm here to a€" " 

The female Krogan didn't let him finish however, interrupting with, 

"I know who you are and why you're here. I'm very tired and would 
very much like to get back to your ship." 

"Uh, okay?" Wrex stammered, the Krogan Warlord obviously not used to 
being cut off like that. 

"The procedures she went through were very intense, " Mordin notified, 
"She is still in the recovery process." 

"Alright then," said Shepard, "Let's get back to the shuttles." 

He looked to Padok Wiks, who nodded and motioned for the group to get 
back into the elevator. With the added bulk of the female Krogan and 
Dr. Solis it was a tighter fit on the way up than it was on the way 
down, but soon enough the elevator started back to the 
top . 

Meanwhile, the Master Chief couldn't shake that feeling of utter 
uneasiness that he felt when he looked at that one specific Salarian 
soldier earlier. In fact, if anything the feeling was getting 
stronger . 

The elevator signaled the end of it's ascent with a small ding, and 
the door started to open. The Master Chief, at the front of the 
group, noticed that one specific Salarian walking quickly towards 
them. Chief's feeling of unease turned into a straight sense of pure 
danger. He soon found out why when Cortana's scan of the Salarian 
discovered an explosive vest underneath his armor. That's when all 
hell broke loose. 

Chief's mind went into overdrive. _Bomb_. Cortana didn't catch it the 
first time, which meant that it must've been recently activated. The 
relatively confined area that surrounded them would only serve to 
amplify the bombs explosive effects, even if the explosive payload 
was relatively small. 

Who was the target? Him? Shepard and his team? The Krogan? Dr. Solis? 
He decided that the female Krogan was the most likely answer. Shepard 
and Wrex mentioned that not all Salarians might find curing the 
Genophage to be the most acceptable option. But who would order such 
an attack? Disgruntled Dalatrasses? Competing STG officers? Hell, it 
could just be a lone wolf thinking this was the right and noble thing 
to do . 

All of this didn't matter really, because right now Chief just need 
to figure out how to survive the next few seconds. The world around 
him slowed to almost a standstill, a byproduct of the rush of 
chemicals filling his bloodstream that distorted his perception of 
time . 

Spartan Time. 

Chief assumed the Salarian 's vest had a dead-man's switch, so killing 
him with a shot to the head would likely serve to just detonate the 



bomb a few meters away from its intended target. The extra distance 
might prove enough to allow _him_ to survive in his Mjolnir, but it 
likely wouldn't make much of a difference for the others of his 
party . 

One piece of equipment that he always carried belt immediately came 
to mind: The Z-4190 Temporal Protective Enfolder/Stat ionary Shield. 
Or, bubble shield, for short. With his right hand he flicked the 
bubble shield off his belt towards the ground and with his left he 
snatched a fragmentation grenade off of his bandolier and flung it at 
the approaching Salarian bomber. 

It impacted the Salarian square in the chest, the force of the blow 
enough to cause him to stagger back a few feet before the explosive 
sphere clanked to the ground. At that precise moment the bubble 
shield activated, surrounding Chief and Shepard's group a hexagonal 
sphere of protective energy. It was only then that the Commander and 
the others began to realize something was amiss. 

Half a second after it impacted the ground the grenade detonated, 
filleting the bomber and three unfortunate STG guards around him to 
shreds. The grenade also caused the Salarian bomber's explosive vest 
to detonate, the blast so large that even behind the protection 
offered by the bubble shield, his energy shields, and his Mjolnir 
armor Chief found himself thrown back and rendered unconscious for 
the briefest of seconds. 

When he came to Chief noticed the bubble shield, STG soldiers 
guarding the elevator, and most of the mezzanine itself had simply 
vanished. Suit alarms warbling he sprung to his feet and unholstered 
his rifle, sparing a glance backwards to his compatriots. Thankfully 
most were starting the process of coming to and picking themselves 
back up off the ground. 

It seemed that his gamble paid off; the bubble shield and his own 
advanced energy shields absorbed and redirected the majority of the 
blast. The only one who wasn't incapacitated in one form or another 
was Urdnot Wrex, in fact he was quite the opposite of incapacitated . 
His massive shotgun was in his hands, his mouth locked in a toothy 
snarl, and his burning red eyes fixated on a squad of an STG responds 
team just arriving on the scene. 

"Blood rage, " Cortana whispered in his ear, obviously having noticed 
the symptoms and resulting biometric changes to Wrex ' s readings. If 
Chief had to guess, Wrex probably assumed that the Salarian 's just 
tried to kill not only him, but the last hope of his race, and was 
therefore going to return the act in kind. 

The Master Chief couldn't let that happen, as their chances of 
surviving a shooting war in the middle of an STG base while trying to 
get back to Cortez's Kodiak were not great in their favor. So he did 
the first thing that came to his mind. 

He dropped his rifle, squatted downwards, squared his hips and sprung 
upwards with the force and speed that only a Spartan could muster. He 
outstretched his palm and aimed right towards Rex's chin. The blow 
that could've killed almost any species thankfully had its desired 
effect, impacting Wrex and immediately knocking him 
unconscious . 



Chief looked behind again, pleased to see Shepard, Garrus, Kaidan, 
and the female Krogan all standing, the Commander supporting a dazed 
Liara leaning on his shoulder. Base Commander Padok Wiks hadn't moved 
yet. A quick directional scan of his vitals turned up negative, and 
Chief frowned. Unfortunately his plan hadn't worked 
completely . 

"Back to the shuttle, " said Chief, returning his rifle to his back 
and hoisting Wrex ' s into his arms, straining slightly under the 
exertion. Shepard grunted what sounded like an affirmative, Garrus 
now cradling the unconscious form of Dr. Solus, and they all set off 
in a half-run half-limp. Chief couldn't help but be extremely wary of 
the multiple STG response teams that had now arrived, weapons 
half-raised towards them, not knowing whether they should be shooting 
Shepard's entourage or letting him get back to his transport. 

No doubt the menacing form of the fully visible Viper-Heavy gunship 
hovering above them was dissuading them from firing, but either way 
Chief wanted to get back to the relative safety of the _Normandy_ as 
soon as possible. 

"_A fucking suicide bomber? ! "_ Dalton's voice crackled over the comm 
as he continued maneuvering the Pelican to shadow their retreat to 
Cortez's shuttle. Cortana must have alerted him to what happened. 
Chief didn't think he could have found out any other way. 

It was clear that the STG base was on full alert. Gunships and 
fighters were being scrambled, sirens were blaring, and STG response 
teams littered the path back to the shuttle. Surprisingly they made 
it back to Cortez's Kodiak at their landing pad unmolested. Chief 
found it surprising because if one looked at any kind of security 
footage of the moment of detonation, it looked like he threw a 
grenade and killed all of those STG soldiers. 

They all filed into the troop bay. Chief dumping Wrex ' s body to the 
deck with an unceremonious _thud. "_Back to the _Normandy_, " Chief 
told Cortez, "Punch it." 

As a Kodiak climb for atmosphere followed closely by Viper-Heavy, 
Shepard looked around at his crewmates and with a bewildered look on 
his face echoed what they were all thinking. 

"What the fuck just happened?" 


21. Chapter 21: Chokepoint Pt 1 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter Twenty One: Chokepoint Pt . 
Kstrong> 

**UNSC **_**Infinity**_**, Despara, Julta System** 



**March 6****th****, 2186** 


"Dare, this better be quick. The Reapers are estimated to arrive in 
just one and a half hours. Who's this?" 

Lieutenant Colonel Veronica Dare cleared her throat, standing on the 
opposite side of the oaken wooden desk in Admiral Lasky's private 
office. The person the Admiral was referring to was the handsome 
brown-haired man next to Dare dressed in the same jet-black Office of 
Naval Intelligence fatigues as she was. 

"Captain Nathan Drake, ONI Prowler Corps, Admiral. Commander of the 
Sahara-class Heavy Prowler _Jericho_, " said the man, whipping off a 
textbook salute. 

"Prowler Corps huh?" said Lasky, returning the salute with one 
eyebrow raised. "Let me guess, attached by ONI to ' accompany ' 

Skyheit ' s Battlegroup _Yorktown_?" 

"Correct sir," replied Drake. "The _Jericho _would have been assigned 
to _Yorktown_ eventually, seeing as it was the main deployment point 
for UNSC Force Recon, and thus a significant military presence. 
However the disappearance of the _Infinity_ caused ONI to attach the 
_Jericho _to _Yorktown_ as soon as word came that they would be the 
first search group sent out to your last known location." 

"Wow. Knowing most of you ONI types I would have expected just a 
short 'yes', or even no answer at all," said Lasky sardonically. 
Turning his gaze back to Dare he said, "I like him already. But, one 
question Dare. _Yorktown_ has been with us for almost two days now. 
When exactly _were_ you going to tell me that we had a Saraha-class 
Heavy Prowler alongside us?" 

"Standard operating procedure dictates that a Prowler should not be 
revealed to mainline UNSC forces until the highest-ranking ONI 
officer in the theater deems it absolutely necessary, " said Dare, 
repeating the lines from her memory perfectly. 

"I figured it was something like that," said Lasky sighing. "Still, 
I'd be lying if I said that you didn't pick the perfect time to do 
so," he conceded, pursing his lips. "Captain Drake, I assume that the 
_Jericho_ has a full ordinance compliment?" 

"Yes Admiral," answered Drake. 

"Including Hornet nuclear mines?" 

"Of course." 

"Excellent," said Lasky, drumming his fingers together. "I know 
exactly how we're going to use you. If you'll follow me to the 
briefing room Captain." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Flag Bridge of the UNSC 
<strong>_* * Inf inity* *_ 


"Admirals, the probe at Despara's sister Relay system reports visual 



of the main Reaper force. 


Lasky and his Turian counterpart Admiral Tibrinus shared a glance, 
one rife with the nervous anticipation one would expect to get 
waiting for the start of an important battle. They still had a decent 
amount of time, at Reaper FTL speeds it would take nearly ten minutes 
for the enemy group to travel from the Relay it used to arrive in the 
system they were in to the one that paired with Despara. Every 
preparation had been made. It was a waiting game now. 

"Size and composition?" asked Tibrinus. 

They had been tracking the Reapers headed towards Despara for a while 
now as they passed through systems monitored by STG stealth 
observation satellites. However, they had not been able to get a 
truly accurate strength assessment as additional Reaper ships had 
been trickling into the main group as they marauded their way through 
their occupied portions of Turian space. 

"One hundred and eighty-six total enemy warships. Sixty-eight Capital 
ships. One hundred and two Destroyers. Sixteen vessels that don't 
match known Reaper profiles, " said Roland. 

"What? Sixteen unknown vessels?" said Lasky, alarmed. "We've been 
tracking the Reapers through the STG sattelites for almost a full day 
now. Where did they come from?" 

"Urn, I'm not exactly sure sir. Perhaps they joined with the main 
group right before the jump to Despara 's sister Relay?" suggested the 
AI . 

"Can you show us these new ships? So we have any sensor readings?" 
asked Tibrinus, crossing his arms. 

"Shunt any incoming data on the unknown ships to GIG for tactical 
analysis. Run your own interpretations in parallel and throw up the 
results on my repeater display." 

"Already done, sir. I'll put the preliminary analysis on the main 
holotable. It's just a visual scan and some inferences about it's 
drive based on size and visible movement. The STG satellite isn't 
close enough to read for mass effect output." 

The AI brought up a three-dimensional holographic model of the 
unknown ship, various relevant statistics bordering all around it. 

The WWII bomber-gear-clad avatar started pacing around the edges of 
the table 'looking' at the ships. Venus, _Yorktown_'s AI who was 
projecting an avatar on the table as well, was laying on a propped up 
elbow, elegant white robes draping over her form as she studied the 
new ships . 

The two Admirals spent several seconds looking over the model with 
the type of analytical fervor that was typically found in career Navy 
men. Even as they watched, additional annotations and suppositions 
appeared as the GIG crew in the main bridge teased any additional 
details they could from the limited sensor readings. Both men were 
clearly thinking the same things, but neither wanted to jump to any 
conclusions, especially in front of their fellow admiral. Still, the 
few details found in the long-range scans were telling. 



The new ship came in at eight-hundred and fifty meters long, 
splitting the difference between the smaller Reaper destroyer and 
larger Sovereign-class dreadnoughts. It shared a similar squid-like 
profile as the other Reaper ships, with a key difference; the 
leg-like projections that so characterized the front of the 
dreadnought were absent here. 

Lasky frowned as his eyes moved over the tentative conclusions from 
the CIC evaluation group. Those legs were where Reaper ships mounted 
their secondary armament. That these ships didn't have them implied 
those weapons had been removed. The ships were also staying grouped 
together. Human Cruisers didn't normally operate in groups. Even in 
fleet actions, they tended to be the command ships of Frigate 
flotillas, offering heavier weapon support to those fast-moving 
groups. Turian doctrine was similar. That the Reapers, who barely 
bothered with formations or group tactics with their Destroyers and 
Dreadnoughts, were still keeping these ships groups together implied 
a specialized combat role. The question was what? 

They weren't logistics ships; the Reapers didn't need those. Even 
without a standard secondary armament, they had to be combat ships, 
otherwise they would stay in the adjacent system instead of advancing 
with the Destroyers and Dreadnought's. So some sort of combat ship, 
but probably not for direct gun-to-gun engagements. And that was 
about all they could say without more information. Information they 
weren't going to get from the spy drone that was rapidly falling 
further and further behind the incoming reaper ships . 

Lasky gave a mental head-shake. It probably wouldn't matter even if 
those ships flew right past the recon sat. There was very little you 
could tell about a ship from just watching it fly by; you had to see 
it do something. Watch it take fire to evaluate it's barriers, 
maneuver evasively to judge the engines, etc. And there were too many 
holes in their knowledge of Reaper ship technology and combat 
doctrine to make any real judgments about what those mystery ships 
could do. 

Lasky looked up from the holo-table to meet Tibrinus ' eyes, seeing a 
similar understanding reflected there. They were both experienced 
admirals, they were both well aware of what they knew and, in this 
case, how much they didn't. 

"We need to know more about those ships before we can make any 
judgments" Lasky said, the hardness of his voice conveying his 
displeasure at having one of the fundamental rules of war validated; 
no battle plan survives first contact with the enemy. 

Tibrinus nodded. "Four Cruisers and their attached Frigates should 
have sufficient staying power and offensive punch to make those ships 
reveal some of their capabilities. I'll pull ships from the picket 
group . " 

"That's a one-way trip," said Lasky. From others, that statement 
could have been accusatory, but Lasky was just stating a fact; 
neither admiral was unfamiliar with the experience of knowingly 
ordering men to their deaths. 

Tibrinus sighed heavily. "For all we know those unknown ships could 
be something as nonthreatening as a simple repair ship. Or, they 
could be some kind of Reaper superweapons. Knowing what we know about 



our enemy, the safe bet would be they're more offensive minded then 
they look. Either way, we need to find out. The battle could depend 
on it . " 

"It's your call Tibrinus, " said Lasky. It was though; it would be his 
ships and his crew making the sacrifices, not his. 

"It's our planet, and those are Turian soldiers. There's a reason we 
had so many volunteers for the picket group, " replied Tibrinus, pride 
shining through his obvious regret at sending those orders. 

_And he's right to feel proud_, thought Lasky. The picket groups were 
comprised of Cruisers and Frigates dispersed around the inner system, 
currently under tight emission-control and sheltered behind moons, 
out of view of the relay. Those ships were positioned away from the 
main fleet orbiting the planet so they could rapidly respond to any 
needs or opportunities during the battle. 

Unfortunately, without any support from the UNSC ships or the orbital 
defenses, those groups would be seriously outgunned, so Tibrinus has 
made them volunteer-only postings. Every Turian Frigate and Cruiser 
in the fleet had volunteered, so the picket slots were assigned by 
random lottery. Lasky wasn't sure he could count on a similar 
response had he asked the same of a UNSC fleet. That Turian martial 
tradition was really something else. 

The UNSC Admiral just nodded, breaking eye contact. The Turian 
Admiral represented an interesting, if not an entirely unwelcome, 
addition to the _Infinity_. Tibrinus and Lasky had both agreed that 
since his flagship had been heavily damaged during the fight at 
Palaven and would be all but useless sitting docked in the driveyards 
above Despara, the Turian Admiral and a small number of aids would 
post up on the _Infinity _so as to better coordinate the Turian and 
UNSC navies during the battle. 

Helping him to do that were six Turian communicat ions officers that 
Tibrinus had pulled from the _Aureylian_, sitting in chairs and 
manning consoles that had been field-stripped from his disabled 
flagship and hastily installed by Turian and UNSC engineers where the 
flag bridge's secondary holo-table used to be. 

'Flag Bridge.' Lasky was still getting used to that. Buried deep 
within the bowels of the ship, the flag bridge, installed when he had 
been promoted, was a room that was nothing but information consoles, 
holotables, communcat ions gear, and vid consoles. He had been 
actively avoiding this place ever since HIGHCOM had made him Admiral 
and more or less took away his 'command' of _Infinity_. They had made 
her his flagship, but actual day-to-day operations of the ship had 
fallen to the now Acting Captain Micheals. The thing was, HIGHCOM 
hadn't assigned _Infinity_ an accompaniment fleet, so Lasky didn't 
really have that many 'Admiral-like' things to do. So, he had been 
working closely with Micheals in a way that resembled his earlier 
Captaincy more than anything else. 

But now they weren't dealing with simple Storm Covenant skirmishes or 
long-range patrols. The UNSC was truly at war. Again. Assuming this 
battle went according to plan, they would be launching a massive, 
galact ic-scale counterattack aimed at expelling a highly advanced 
race of warship-AIs that numbered in the hundreds. As the highest 
ranking member of the UNSC in this new galaxy, his duties as Admiral 



superseded anything else now. No one else was qualified to lead these 
men and women in such an endeavor. Hell, Lasky wasn't sure that even 
_he _was qualified, but he would damn well try. 

It was his job now to worry about the more strategic aspects of war, 
such as wholescale fleet positioning and maneuvering not only during 
individual battles, but on a galactic scale as well. The more 
tactical aspects like how the _Infinity_ actually carried out Lasky 's 
overarching orders would fall to Captain Micheals. 

Lasky sighed, bringing his mind back to the impending battle. It was 
a waiting game now. By this point every system had been checked and 
rechecked dozens of times over by both their Human and Artificial 
Intelligence charges. Every ship was in position, every Captain and 
their crew ready to carry out their orders to their full effect. The 
civilians had been evacuated; Turian soldiers were posted all over 
the planet's surface, some accompanied by small selections of UNSC 
troops in the most strategic locations. Everything was in place for 
their foes arrival. 

"Eleet commanders, give final report in, " ordered Tibrinus, more to 
give himself and his communicat ions team something to do than out of 
reports that came in numeric order and were all the same, a 
tantamount to Turian military rigidity and discipline. Tibrinus' 
communicat ions officers called them out; only their different voices 
and individual fleet numbers were what differentiated one report from 
the other. 

"Second Eleet, standing by." 

"Eifth Eleet, standing by." 

"Sixth Eleet, standing by." 

"Eight Eleet, standing by." 

"Ninth Eleet, standing by." 

"Eleventh Eleet, standing by." 

"Twelfth Eleet, standing by." 

Just over half of the Turian pre-Reaper War fleet was waiting at 
Despara. The Turian Navy coincided fleet names with their numbers, 
meaning the Eirst Eleet was the largest and the Eourteenth Eleet was 
the smallest. The Eirst Eleet however had been completely when the 
Reapers first attacked the Turian homeworld, as well as the Eourth 
Eleet. The Second and Third Eleets had both lost the majority of 
their ships, so after the retreat they had combined into one 
understrength fleet relative to their size before. 

The Thirteenth and Eourteenth fleets, being the smallest, had been 
patrolling the farthest borders of Turian space and thus were not 
going to be able to make it to Despara in time for the major battle. 
The Seventh and Tenth fleets had both chosen to conduct holding 
actions across Reaper-controlled space to allow the rest of the 
Turian Eleets to be able to retreat to Despara in the first place. 
They were most likely destroyed or severely reduced by this 
point . 



Despite the beatings they had taken over Palaven their morale was 
still high and their will firmly set to fight the Reapers. Lasky had 
to admit that he was impressed with their spirit. 

The Alliance fleets suffered the same dilemma that the 

farther-stationed Turian fleets did: they were simply too far away to 
make it to Despara in time. Also, due to the extremely aggressive 
advance that the combined forces of the galaxy would have to make 
through Turian space to reach Palaven within two weeks. Admirals 
Lasky, Tibrinus, and Manis had decided that the Salarian's stealth 
fleet would be best used to forward deploy pathf inder-esque ground 
teams to Reaper-controlled systems in preparation for the future 
sweeping advance. 

All in all, the Turians had managed to assemble exactly six-hundred 
and twenty-two combat vessels to challenge the Reapers at Despara. 
Combine that with the UNSC's twenty-four warships and that number was 
increased to six-hundred and forty-six. However, both Lasky and 
Tibrinus knew that each UNSC ship was worth their weight in Eezo for 
the damage they were able to do to their Reaper foes, and the damage 
that they could withstand as well. 

"Sirs, Reaper force has made contact with Relay, " notified 
Roland . 

_Well that's it then_, thought Lasky. He watched as the holotable 
updated with the position of the enemy fleet as it transitioned from 
the Relays. "All hands to batt Testations . " 

As the alarm to batt Testations started warbling his gaze once again 
settled upon the main holotable, where the real-time positions of all 
significant vessels, structures, debris, or other such items were 
displayed . 

Roland instantaneously classified and color-coded the enemy force. 

The sixty-eight Capital ships stayed that standard red, while the 
one-hundred-and-two Destroyers turned into a darker, almost magenta 
color. The sixteen unknown Reaper ships that Lasky and Tibrinus had 
been worried about were a slowly flashing yellow. On the friendly 
side, the UNSC forces were blue, the Turian forces were green, and 
the shipyards well behind their lines were gunmetal grey. 

"Give the order to our special task force," ordered Tibrinus calmly. 
Four Cruisers leading four Frigate wolfpacks jumped from their 
scattered positions around the inner system, reappearing not a second 
later just 'above' the Reaper aggressors who had just arrived from 
the Relay. It was a brilliant display of pinpoint astrogation, all 
four ship groups dropping to sublight already in formation with each 
other, and less than 5 seconds apart, even with their different 
origin points and transit times. 

As they maneuvered their mass accelerators towards the sixteen 
unknown ships Tibrinus said, "Initiate Phase One." 

His communicat ions officers relayed his order, and seconds later 
dozens of enormous asteroids strategically placed in extremely high 
planetary orbit, several thousand kilometers in front of the 
Turian/UNSC defensive line exploded into millions upon millions of 
fragments. These asteroids, maneuvered into position by Turian mining 
tugs and laced with industrial charges by joint military/civilian 



demolitions teams during the hours leading up to this moment, served 
one purpose: to deny the Reapers the advantage of aggressive FTL 
maneuvering . 

Lasky had learned his lesson above Alliance Earth, when a portion of 
the Reaper forces performed a precise FTL jump right behind their 
defensive line, effectively encircling them with pinpoint accuracy, a 
huge disadvantage in any theater of warfare. Everything he had 
learned about the Reapers told him that they operated on basically 
the same technology as the rest of the galaxy, albeit on a much more 
advanced and powerful scale. Standard Eezo-powered FTL drives 
contained a failsafe that wouldn't allow a jump if a collision risk 
was present, even with a fragment of an asteroid the size of a grain 
of sand, as that grain of sand could pierce clean through the drive 
core of even a Reaper at f aster-than-light speeds. 

Now, a vast portion of their battlefield was littered with such 
fragments. While it was true that this action took away the Turian's 
FTL maneuvering options as well, _they _were the defenders here. If 
the Reapers wanted to get to the rest of Turian space they would have 
to get through them first. And if the Reapers wished to advance on 
them, they would have to do so at sublight speeds. Which played to 
the Allies strategy. 

Lasky and Tibrinus shared a look before Lasky turned to Roland, who 
was looking back at him expectantly. "Initiate Phase Two." 

Suddenly twenty purple-black portals crackling with energy phased 
into existence in front of the UNSC's Strident and Paris Frigates and 
Thermopylae Destroyers. The engines of the smaller ships flared, 
propelling them into the portals into the mysterious dimension of 
slipspace before they closed behind them with an ant i-climact ic 
wink . 

The four Turian Cruisers near the Relay opened fire on one of the 
unknown ships, mass accelerator rounds peppering its kinetic barriers 
but not penetrating, proving that they at least had that layer of 
protection like their Destroyer and Capital ship brethren. The 
Frigate wolfpacks accelerated on forking attack vectors, getting in 
close with their Thanix cannons and disruptor torpedoes. 

The unknown ship didn't offer anything in the way of counter-fire, 
but still it's kinetic barriers held strong. A number of Reaper 
Destroyers started maneuvering towards the Turian attackers, and 
Tibrinus and Lasky could only watch as their scout team was quickly 
blown to pieces by the superior weaponry. 

Still, they had learned some important facets of information. They 
seemed to possess no weapons, but had above-average kinetic barriers 
judging by the fact that a sustained volley from that number of 
Turian ships would have proven enough to take down a Destroyer. 

The Reapers didn't even wait until the last Turian Cruiser's engines 
went critical, performing a group FTL jump a second before it 
fragmented into pieces. They reappeared just outside of the 
St ill-expaning asteroid debris-belt, taking a couple of seconds to 
confirm their orientations. 


After that short period of inactivity was over, a literal floodgate 
of Reaper strike craft opened forth. Hundreds upon hundreds of 



fighters started launching from the sixteen unarmed Reapers, forming 
a cloud that resembled a huge swarm of insects more than a formation 
of fighters. 

"Numbers Roland, " said Lasky, unnerved by the cloud on the surface at 
least . 

A large holographic counter appeared above the AI ' s head, the final 
number settling at four-thousand four-hundred and nine. As if that 
wasn't enough, even _more _small craft started launching from the 
Reaper vessels that Roland had now classified as 'Carriers'. 

Roland put up an image on one of the main screens taken with one of 
the _Infinity_'s most powerful forward facing camera and ran an 
analysis . 

"Troop transports," concluded Tibrinus right as Roland's analysis 
popped up on the screen. "I've seen those same designs at 
Palaven . " 

"I have as well above Earth," remembered Lasky. "So it seems that 
they are troop transports after all." 

Lasky frowned in thought before regarding Roland. "Roland, exactly 
how many troops can each one of those sixteen ships 
transport ? " 

"Tens of thousands easily, possibly hundreds of thousands depending 
on how you pack them in there." 

Lasky sighed. ' FiguresaC 1 . " 

The troop transports, nine-hundred and thirty in total, formed up in 
the center of the Reaper fighter cloud. The mass of small craft then 
started moving, accelerating towards the defensive line on a vector 
that would take them well above the small Turian task force harassing 
the forward Reapers. 

"Admiral, that cloud outnumbers our available fighters almost 
four-to-one, " said Roland, the warning tone evident in his voice. 

He was right of course. The _Infinity _carried a compliment of 
three-hundred and fifty Broadswords Interceptors and a hundred Sabre 
Fighter-bombers, while Skyheit ' s Valiant Super-heavy Cruiser and the 
two Marathon Cruisers combined fielded one-hundred and ten of the old 
Longswords . The Turians were only able to field six-hundred and ten 
fighters, and while that seemed like a paltry number given the number 
of combat ships they had in orbit it was easily explained. 

Turians didn't rely on fighters as much as a race like the Humans 
did, their doctrine composed of large, rigid formations of warships 
moving in perfect concert . Their fighters were more for anti-piracy 
duty than anything else, vastly different than how the Humans used 
them much more aggressively as shown by their development of their 
unique Carrier ships. Though the Turian leadership had been shown the 
value of fighters and their large-scale ship base, their newest 
dedicated Carrier ships had been destroyed trying to protect 
Palaven . 


Still though, that put the ratio high in the Reapers favor, even if 



the Turians and the UNSC had the superior fighters when it came to 
technical aspects. Out of the corner of his eye Lasky saw Tibrinus 
nervously shuffle his feet. 

"Lasky, such a large number of Reaper fighters has a strong 
possibility of overwhelming and destroying our fighter screen if they 
engage in open combat," said the Turian. 

"We'll have to pull them back closer to our ships for support," 
decided Lasky. "It will increase the risk to our mainline combat 
vessels, but at the same time our added anti-fighter weaponry might 
at least even the odds in our pilot's favor." 

"With that amount of troop transports, its guaranteed that Reaper 
troops get to the surface, " said Tibrinus with a fair amount of glum 
certainty. "Initiating portions of Phase Five early has the potential 
to wipe a large portion of that cloud out of existence." 

"No, " said Lasky sternly, shaking his head. "Our entire plan of 
attack depends on initiating Phase Five at _exactly_ the right time. 
The main Reaper mass hasn't passed into the designated threshold and 
if we initiate prematurely we lose our element of surprise. We'll 
just have to trust that our soldiers will be able to hold their own 
for a time. Roland, pull our fighters back." 

His communicat ions officers looked to him for confirmation of the 
same order, and Tibrinus just nodded grimly. He knew that was the 
case, but some part of him wished there was something more he could 
do. Observing the main holotable, he saw that the Reaper ships were 
beginning their advance through the debris field. The mass of Oculus 
fighters and troop transports rocketed ahead of the main group, 
bobbing and weaving through the debris field in their race to get to 
the driveyards and the planet. 

"Captain Drake, initiate Phase Four," ordered Lasky. 

"_Right away, was the ONI Captain's immediate response. Drake and 
his Prowler _Jericho_ arguably had the most crucial task of the 
entire battle: laying the nuclear minefield that would hopefully take 
a significant number of Reapers out of the game. However, while this 
job was the most important, it was also the most dangerous. They 
would have to rely that the stealth capabilities of both the 
_Jericho_ and its HORNET nuclear mines would prove effective enough 
to prevent detection by the Reapers. The asteroids that had been 
blown up earlier had been done so with mining-level nuclear charges, 
in part to mask any potential radiation leaks that the HORNETs could 
give off as they knew the Reapers had advanced sensors. 

"_Helm, position change. Bring about our starboard side. Gunnery, I 
want a Rapier scatter missile solution ASAP. Roland, Venus, take 
control of our pulse lasers and point defense guns across our four 
Capital ships . 

_"How many missiles Captain?"_ 

_"Every scatter Rapier we have . 

What Lasky was hearing was audio from the CIC being transmitted into 
his earpiece. The Admiral was put a bit at ease by Captain Micheals 
confidence and decisiveness as he gave his orders. 



In fact, Lasky would have ordered the same thing. The scatter missile 
was a special subset of the standard anti-ship Rapier missile. 

Instead of having a single large warhead during flight the missile 
would split off into two dozen smaller warheads to allow for 
precision strikes of multiple important subsytems at the same time. 
Now however, they would be used to hopefully stem the tide of 
oncoming Reaper f ightercraft . 

As the _Infinity_ fired its maneuvering thrusters to point its 
starboard side to the oncoming Reaper fighter swarm Tibrinus spoke 
his own orders, building off of what Lasky was planning. While the 
Turians didn't have missile counterparts to the UNSC's Archers, 
Rapier, and Howlers, they did have their own options. 

"Fleetwide command, " started Tibrinus, "Divert majority drivecore 
power from thrusters to GARDIAN systems. Enemy troop transports 
listed as priority targets." The Turian Admiral watched on the main 
holotable as the first Reapers caught up to the retreating Turian 
bait force, taking out nearly a third of their number in their first 
salvo, the magnetohydrodynamic beams slicing through their kinetic 
barrier like paper and gouging deep into their hulls. The surviving 
ships boosted their engines, attempting to buy themselves space and 
time while simultaneously goading the Reapers into pressing their 
advantage and further pursuing them. 

"_Fighter mass in missile range in five seconds Captain, " _alerted 
Hernandez. _ "Optimal targeting solutions calculated . "_ 

_"Launch when ready," _said Micheals. 

_"Sir! The fighter group is splitting up!" _shouted Lewis, the 
Sensors Officer. 

Indeed, as if sensing the action that was about to be taken against 
it, each single craft in the huge Reaper cloud split off onto its own 
path. The holotable turned into a jumble of pure chaos in the space 
in front of the main defensive line. The mass had gone from the rough 
shape of a coordinated tidal wave to something that resembled 
thousands of tiny mosquitoes each working independently. Lasky was 
amazed that the Reaper craft weren't crashing into one another as a 
result of thousands of sudden vector changes; the pure computational 
abilities of their Capital ship control centers undoubtedly the 
reason for that. 

_"Abort missile launch!" _shouted Micheals, realizing that his 
strategy was largely rendered useless now and would simply be a waste 
of ordinance. _ "Roland, Venus, it's your show now."_ 

The A.I.s didn't waste a millisecond, opening up with the entirety of 
the _Infinity_'s starboard anti-fighter arsenal as soon as they got 
within range. 25mm rotary barrel Close-In Weapon Systems, 
Dual-Barreled 50mm PDF cannons, even 120mm small-caliber deck guns 
loaded with fragmentation rounds, all opened up not only from the 
_Infinity_, but from the _Yorktown_, the _Dresden_, and the _Chosts 
of Onyx_ as well. 

Waves of yellow tracers colored the space to the entire front of the 
defensive line, racing towards the approaching Reaper small craft at 
dozens of times the speed of sound. Almost every single individual 



slug, aimed and fired out of a weapon emplacement targeted by one of 
two A.I.s that could run hundreds of thousands of regarding vector 
paths, position predictions, ordinance expenditure requirements, 
target signif icance, and others, was on target. 

The walls of tungsten slammed into the Reaper fighters, turning 
hundreds of them into so many piles of scrap metal. Lasky saw as the 
holographic counter ticked downwards rapidly, but then the fighter 
mass was on them. The blue pricks of the _Infinity_'s pulse lasers 
and the opaque-red of the Turian's GARDIAN systems joined the 
fusillade of tracers batting away at the Reaper fighters. 

The holographic number kept decreasing, but what Lasky found curious 
was that the fighters and troop transports didn't even attempt to 
fire at the ships within the defensive line. Instead, they did their 
best to outright avoid the warships, not even slowing down or 
changing course to take potshots at opposing fighters or 
warships . 

Their single mindedness proved to be a boon, getting them through 
most of the withering fire with just over half of their number still 
intact. A number of fighters rammed headlong into Turian ships that 
were either in their way, or attempted to maneuver in front of them 
to cut off their intended flight paths and bring their anti-fighter 
weaponry to bear. 

Tibrinus clicked his canines together as he saw one, two, four 
Frigates taken down by kamikaze attacks, either intentional or not. 
The Reaper small craft soon made it through the defensive gauntlet, 
and it was then when their true objective was revealed. The remaining 
fighters veered off towards the shipyards, while the rest of the 
troop transports changed course towards Despara proper. 

"All fighters_, _override previous targeting directives, intercept 
bogeys headed towards the driveyards . Repeat, driveyards are 
defensive priority," ordered Lasky. 

It took a large amount of willpower for Tibrinus to not counteract 
Lasky 's orders and have some squadrons split off to the troop 
transports headed to the surface in order to try and lessen the 
numbers the ground forces would have to deal with. He didn't however, 
because they both had agreed that the safety of the driveyards was 
the larger priority. The Turian frowned, envying that Lasky had the 
luxury to think so objectively. Despara wasn't _his _planet, and it 
wouldn't be _his _soldiers shouldering the brunt of the Reaper 
invasion . 

As the designated squadrons raced away from their positions Lasky 
watched them on the holotable for a little while. He thought back to 
his final year at Corbulo where his test scores had given him the 
option of entering Fighter School. He knew that piloting was his 
older brother's second choice after ODST training, but Lasky had 
never been interested. He had never had adrenaline cravings like 
Cadmon did, which is why he had chosen the Naval Command track 
instead . 

Lasky sighed, thinking back to those days. Cadmon, Hastati squad. 
Colonel Mehaffey. Chyler. Though he didn't think so at the time, 
everything had been so simple back then. The only things he had to 
worry about then were passing his next test, or how his squad would 



perform in the next combat training assignment. Now the chief 
concerns on his mind were whether they were going to be able to stop 
a numerically superior force of super-intelligent, genocidal alien 
warships from destroying the entire galaxy. 

"Sirs, Phase Four is complete, " said Roland, waving to get his 
attention. Lasky snapped out of his revere, chastising himself for 
allowing his reminiscing to divert his attention from the battle at 
hand, even if it was just for a couple of seconds. 

The Admiral's gaze shot to the holotable, the corners of his mouth 
turning with satisfaction as he saw that Drake had completed his 
mission, and that a large number of the Reaper warships had passed 
unawares into the detonation zones. 

"Initiate Phase Five." 
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><p>"<em>All squadron leaders, this is FlightOps. New orders: 
Disengage from fleet-guard positions and vector to intercept Reaper 
strike craft approaching shipyards. Pursuit pathways and target 
packages en route. Good hunting . "<em> 

Captain 'Maverick' Mitchell took a second to catch his breath. The 
Reaper fighter wave had passed over them not long ago, and while he 
had managed to score three kills, two with ST/Medusa missiles and one 
with a short 35mm gun burst. However, the enemy craft's seemingly 
utter disregard for the UNSC presence meant that one of those eyeball 
fighters nearly rammed into him. He was only still alive due to a 
last-second firing of his maneuvering thrusters. 

Sure enough, said pursuit pathways and target packages popped up on 
his flight computer and after a second of study Mitchell tapped the 
holographs away, storing them into his computer. "AndA°ril Squadron, 
proceed on pursuit pathway and ready missiles for AI guided 
launch . " 

He kicked his Broadsword on a near one-eighty with some precise pedal 
and stick movements, the long, bulky view of the _Infinity_ which he 
had been assigned to guard being replaced by the different dark grey 
bulk of the Turian shipyards, as well as the blue-and-brown Turian 
planet of Despara. 

Once Mitchell aligned the fighter on his path he pushed the throttle 
to full, his inertial dampeners struggling to compensate for the 
massive G-forces brought on by the four engines reacting to their 
pilot's command. He noted with pride that the other twenty-three 
Broadswords of AndA°ril Squadron had mimicked his actions in perfect 
formation, and were now racing to catch the Reaper ships headed 
towards the driveyards along with hundreds of other fighters, UNSC 
and Turian alike. He knew he had a solid group of pilots, they had 
served him well during the Requiem campaign and Mitchell had no doubt 
they would continue to do so here. 

"Maverick, are there any squadrons being diverted to pursue the 
bogeys headed towards the planet?" 


Mitchell's eyes flicked to the upper left corner of his helmet visor 
where his comms information was being displayed, and saw that this 



particular question was being asked by his wingman AndA°ril 1-2, 
'Goose' Bradshaw over the squadron channel. With a quick separation 
of his fingers he zoomed out his holomap to show a larger portion of 
the theatre and after a couple of seconds of observation he 
determined the answer to Goose's question. 

"Negative. All squadrons I'm seeing are heading for the driveyards 
just like we are, " AndA°ril 1-1 responded. 

"There's a lot of troop transports headed planetside, " remarked 
1-2 . 


"The ground-pounders will take care of it. Stay focused on our 
objective . " 

Mitchell noted with pride how they were quickly closing the distance 
between them and the Reaper fighters. He thought back to the briefing 
where the strengths and weaknesses of the Reaper 'Oculus' fighters 
were explained in-depth. Being they AI controlled drones that they 
were, they were capable of incredible maneuvers that would crush an 
organic pilot due to the overwhelming G-forces, even with their 
internal dampers. They had a better turning radius, quicker reaction 
times, and overall a much larger capability for evasive 
actions . 

However, in Mitchell's opinions the fighter's weaknesses far 
outweighed its advantages. For one, it was slow. His Broadsword had 
nearly twice the top speed as the Oculus did. Also, while its main 
weapon was powerful, it had a relatively short range. They had 
nothing that could compare to their Medusa missiles, and even the 
maximum recommended range on their 35mm guns was larger. 

Lastly, unlike their Broadswords and Sabres, the Oculus' were 
unshielded, and despite the advanced alloys there were made of UNSC 
lead, tungsten, and high-explosives were able to do the job they were 
intended for just fine. 

UNSC pilots had trained thoroughly against enemies like this, 
drone-controlled fighters with high maneuverability. Since they knew 
they had the advantage in speed, durability, and ranged firepower, 
the basic stratagem that FighterCommand had thought of was this: 

Don't engage in dogfighting. Rather, make sweeping missile and gun 
runs at range, use superior speed to disengage and avoid return fire, 
then circle back and repeat. 

A small chime sounded in his helmet signifying that they had nearly 
passed into their designated missile release range. "All fighters 
prepare for AI ordinance release. Arm missiles on my mark," said 
Mitchell. He looked at their timer and when it was two seconds from 
zero he said, "Mark." 

1-1 thumbed the corresponding arming switch on his stick and ticked 
the remaining two seconds. When the counter reached zero six of his 
twelve remaining Medusa missiles dropped from his wing-mounted pods 
and lit up, accelerating to its optimal pursuit speed. Multiple 
missiles launches occurred in every UNSC fighter present, creating a 
venerable swarm of missiles that equaled if not surpassed the amount 
Reaper fighter it was now bearing down on. 


Mitchell could only watch as the distance between the two masses 



until impact as the missiles approached their targets, magnitudes 
faster than his own strike craft. The joining of both was almost 
artful, at least to AndA°ril 1-1. 

It was truly a battle between Artificial Intelligences. In one corner 
you had the missile's precision guidance systems controlled by the 
UNSC AI's, and in the other corner you had the capability of the 
Reaper-controlled AI craft to perform evasive maneuvers. Both sides 
seemed to wait until the last possible seconds, then made their 
moves . 

Reaper fighters and troop transports juked, jinked, and rolled in 
every direction, every which way in the most chaotic and severe 
example of simultaneous dodging that Mitchell had ever seen in an 
attempt to throw off their UNSC missile pursuers. In some cases the 
drastic actions were successful, missiles were unable to correct 
course in time to connect with their target and veered off course. 
Mitchell even saw a few instances of two or even three missiles 
crashing together in brilliant orange-red fireballs. 

In other cases however the missiles flew true. Hundreds of Medusa's 
slammed into their designated targets, turning them into so many 
pieces of superheated, fragmented metal shrapnel and debris. Scores 
of stricken fighters and troop transports careened into one another 
from fatal blows, adding to the carnage already being caused by 
flying scrap. 

As the proverbial dust settled Mitchell saw that roughly a half of 
the Reaper force had been annihilated. _Good, it's nearly on even 
terms now_, thought 1-1. _They don't stand a chance. _ 

They were about to cross into optimal attack range. "AndA°rils, split 
into Flights and assume attack pattern Delta-2." Attack pattern 
Delta-2 referred to the specific strategy to combat the Reaper Oculi 
dreamt up by FighterCommand . "Stay with your wingman and don't get 
over zealous . " 

1-1 switched from the squadron channel to his wing channel with 1-2. 
"Picked out our first targets Goose?" 

"Roger. Transmitting them now." 

They were a group of four remaining troop transports along with three 
Oculi closeby. 'Maverick' flexed his gloved fingers around his stick. 
_Now it got interest ing_. "Begin attack run!" 

As he thumbed his missile release button an enormous series of 
strikingly bright flashes caught his attention out of the corner of 
his eye. _Holy shit_, he thoughtrecognizing the profiles of the 
blasts, _Nukes_. 
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><pXstrong>Despsara, Main Freight Line Station servicing Despara 
Orbital Elevator<strong> 

"_Titan-l ! Three Reaper troop transports have gotten past our AA and 
are inbound towards your sector. Expect assault shortly. 

"_Three _transports? We're going to be heavily outnumbered! We'll 



need reinforcements if we're to hold this position!" 


"_We are aware Lieutenant. We're working to see what other assets are 
available. Until then you'll just have to hold out to the best of 
your abilities. Command out . 

Lieutenant Tarquin Victus bared his canines in a sign of pure 
frustration, drawing his Phaeston from the magnetic plates on his 
back and feeling it extend to its full length in his three-fingered 
hands. He took some deep breaths and looked back to his two squads of 
Turians, all breathing heavily after their all-out sprint to relocate 
to their current position from their initial defensive point after 
the Reapers made some unexpected moves. 

"The enemy is approaching. We'll dig in here," he said. Turning his 
head back around he surveyed their current tactical situation. The 
room they were in was one of the transit terminals for the railway 
that ran throughout the entire shipyards. It consisted of two large 
platforms bisected by a recessed track area, with tunnels to 
adjoining transit stations on the left and right. The track was 
currently empty of any trains, and Victus' two ten-Turian squads had 
just exited from the door leading further into the facility. On the 
opposite platform there was a door leading towards the shuttle-bays 
and the space outside, which was where Command had told him that the 
Reapers would be coming from. 

Victus looked left, then looked right. Available cover consisted of 
waist-high metal waiting benches, flimsy looking advertisement poles, 
and what he considered most fortunate, a few solid metal support 
beams running from floor-to-ceiling. He immediately eliminated the 
recessed train tracks from his positioning planning on the account of 
it being a deathtrap. One well placed grenade would annihilate anyone 
he put down there. 

"Adrados, Simpas, Sanculus, Florigius. Set up your MGs on this 
platform, on those metal benches. One there, one there, both with 
overlapping fields of fire on that door and the wall to either side, " 
ordered Victus. If he were the Reapers he would try and find some 
additional assault points other than the door, which would become a 
funnel for his trooper's concentrated fire. He all but expected them 
to blow out the walls to either side of the door. 

"Sir!" the two pairs echoed, hurrying to set up their bulky 
crew-served . 

"Second Squad, to the other platform. Sergeant Quinan, have your men 
fan out and find what cover they can, but stay out of the MGs 
immediate line of fire." 

"Right away!" shouted the Sergeant as he led the way into the 
recessed track and started clamoring up to the other platform. Second 
squad followed close behind him, taking positions behind the 
available metal support beams and the waiting benches. 

"Dardanis, Sobrinus, I want explosives around the opposite door and 
along the wall." 

"Sensor activated?" 

"Negative, omni-tool activated," clarified Victus. "Olymtis, Acanius, 



set up your deployable kinetic barriers besides those advertisement 
pillars, give us more options for cover. Move!" 

His Turians went about their assigned tasks with the urgent 
efficiency that Victus knew one could only find within the Hierarchy 
Military. He took position behind one of the closest metal support 
beams and watched as Olymtis and Acanius ' kinetic barriers sprang to 
life, providing near full-body protection for themselves and two 
others. Dardanis and Simrinus had made it to the other platform and 
were setting charges where Victus had ordered as quickly as 
possible . 

"Second Squad, prepare for CQB, " ordered Sergeant Quinan, and his 
soldiers switched their powerful yet slow-firing heavy rifles, heavy 
pistols, or scoped-marksman rifles for their faster-firing, fully 
automatic rifles and carbines, submachine guns, and shotguns. Victus 
nodded his head in approval. Second Squads proximity to the door 
meant that they would be engaging the approaching Reapers at 
distances of ten meters or less. 

"Quinan, be ready to fall back to our platform on my order, " said 
Victus, to which the Sergeant looked back at him and nodded. 

"Sir, charges planted," reported Dardanis. 

"Good work Corporals. Back to your squads," ordered Tibrinus. The 
jostle of movement quickly came to a halt as the Turians finished 
their preparations. Bodies were pressed against cover, safeties had 
been flicked off, fingers hovered near triggers. It would only be a 
matter of time. 

Victus took a few seconds to go through the suit readouts of his two 
squads. They were all in sealed armor with extra oxygen supplies in 
case the Reapers depressurized their part of the station. He had just 
finished confirming that there were no problems when an impact shook 
the ground beneath his boots. Victus thumbed off his omni-tool and 
got a tighter grip on his Phaeston, pointing the weapon towards the 
single door while trying to keep as much of his body behind the 
pillar as possible. 

There were some more vibrations, as well as what sounded like a 
distant, throaty roar. The Lieutenant started a breathing technique 
to keep calm that his father had taught him. _In for two seconds - 
hold for three - release for two._ He wondered how his father was 
doing. The last time he had spoken to him was right before he had to 
attend that big war council. Tarquin would make him proud today. 

_In for two seconds. _ 

The door slid open to reveal a single Human Husk standing there, and 
it had gotten its mouth halfway open to scream before a blast from 
Sergeant Quinan 's shotgun vaporized most of its upper body. 

_Hold for three. _ 

A dozen more Husks rushed forwards after that one, but they were just 
as easily dispatched by the combined fire of Second Squad. 


Release for two. 



That when the walls exploded. Reaper breaching charges collapsed the 
walls to either side of the door just like Victus had predicted, 
creating a much larger area for entrance than the relatively narrow 
doorway. Luckily the explosives didn't detonate the Turian's own 
charges, thanks to their unique design of two different, chemically 
inactive substances only combining into an explosive one when the 
signal for detonation was given. 

The Reapers poured onto them. A massive wave of Husks lead the 
charge, followed by ranks of the f ormer-Batarian Cannibals with 
Turian Marauders bringing up the rear. Victus' two squads opened up 
with everything they had, the reports of sixteen different varieties 
of small arms and two MGs echoing through the terminal. The Reapers 
that had weapons returned fire, mass accelerator fire chipping away 
at cover and kinetic barriers alike. 

The relatively unshielded Reapers were shredded to so many fleshy 
pieces, and viscous blue-black blood was spraying every which way. 
But for every one they killed another two seemed to take their place 
Directed fire from a Marauder and three Cannibals withered down the 
barriers of a Turian taking cover behind a metal bench in less than 
second, filling him full of holes in the next. 

"Focus fire on the Marauders!" Victus shouted, sending a burst of 
rounds through a Cannibal ' s head, but not before it launched a 
grenade from its arm cannon. The explosive clinked to the ground a 
few inches away from Sergeant Quinan, and without missing a beat he 
kicked it backwards into the recessed train tracks and took off a 
Marauder's head with a well-aimed shotgun blast. 

The Reaper's grenade detonated, most of the shrapnel being contained 
but some of it ricocheting off the track walls and the ceiling above 
back down onto the Turians. Victus saw as multiple kinetic barriers 
flared up, and how Sobrinus ' already weakened one completely broke. 
The demolitions expert received a bullet through the neck not a 
second after, and he fell to the ground, blood spurting in massive 
quantities out onto the platform floor. 

A different Reaper grenade which he hadn't seen detonated then, 
killing two of Second Squad's Turians on the left side. Victus 
thumbed his omni-tool and activated the explosives. 

The far side of Second Squad's platform erupted into flames, the 
concussive force of the blasts causing his teeth to rattle. The 
Reaper fire immediately slackened and a cloud of thick black smoke 
wafted over the area, the perfect cover for Second Squad's 
retreat . 

"Fall back!" shouted Victus, reloading his rifle in a practiced 
motion before letting another burst downrange . "Keep up covering 
f ire ! " 

"_Titan-l, this is Command! UNSC Spartan fireteam inbound from the 
east tunnels, be advised! 

"UNSC Spartans? What the hell are those?" Victus shouted back. 
Command didn't answer, probably busy with some other facet of the 
battle . 


"Move move!" bellowed Quinan, motioning for his soldiers to get back 



to Victus ' position. They started hopping into the recessed tracks 
and climbing back to the other platform while Quinen shouted 
'encouragement' in the true form of a senior NCO. "Let's go you 
Spirit s-damned metal-heads! Any slower and you - " 

The Sergeant's words halted abruptly, and Victus soon saw why as he 
saw what he could only describe as a living nightmare. It was huge, 
almost as large as a standard four-wheeled transport, and covered 
head-to-toe in thick, black, plated armor. The torso was nearly three 
times as large as the lower half, with the predominant feature being 
the small, Turian-like head and the singular enormous, crab-like 
claw . 

Said claw had Sergeant Quinan in its crushing grip, the Turian 
obviously dead, nearly sheared in half from the force that the claw 
was exerting. The Brute, if Victus recalled his briefings correctly, 
looked right at him with its beady red eyes and let out a deafening 
roar. The Krogan-Turian hybrid flung Quinan 's limp body towards one 
of the MG teams at incredible speeds, the Sergeant's armored bulk 
impacting with Adrados ' head and actually knocking him out. 

"Shoot the fucker!" shouted Victus, mind not even acknowledging his 
use of a human curse as he dove towards Adrados' MG. Laying on top of 
the unconscious Turian he took his job as operating the crew-served, 
centering the aiming bars on the center of the Brute and slamming the 
firing studs . 

Every Turian opened up on the Brute, most of the rounds sparking and 
pinging off of his heavy armor and doing nothing but annoy him. The 
monstrosity's claw darted forward faster than Victus thought it was 
able to and snatched one of Second Squad's Turians which hadn't 
climbed out of the recessed train tracks, breaking his spine and 
flinging him like a ragdoll down one of the transit tunnels. 

Victus shifted his aim and sent a stream of slugs knifing into the 
unarmored head and eyes of the Brute, the beast staggering back and 
roaring in pain, raising its armored claw to act as an extra shield 
as it started to advance. 

The Lieutenant was preparing to order a grenade volley when out of 
nowhere a beam of magnificent ruby red lanced into the Brute, melting 
straight through its armor and vital internal systems, ending its 
life instantly. The Reaper crashed to the ground with a mighty clang, 
and Victus ' eyes shot towards where he thought the beam had 
initiated, from inside one of the transit tunnels. 

From thin air four bipedal figures shimmered into reality, 
heavy-looking armor colored dark grey and accented with striped of 
crimson. One of them was holding a bulky, rectangular weapon who's 
barrel was still smoking, obviously the source of the killing blow 
for the Brute. 

"Identify yourselves," ordered Victus, eyes scanning the other 
platform and confirming that there were no more Reaper footsoldiers 
to be found. 

One of the figures stepped forwards and said in a female voice, 
"Spartan Fireteam Crimson reporting. Lieutenant." 


Victus blinked a couple of times, processing. "We were told you'd be 



coming. Thanks for the assist." 


"Affirmative . " 

"_Titan-l, this is Command, come in."_ 

"Titan-1 here, go ahead." 

"_Did the reinforcements arrive on time? Is your force combat 
ready ? "_ 

"Yes they did. We're down six men, including my First Sergeant, but 
we're still operational." 

"_Good. You're to relocate to these coordinates immediately to 
reinforce another squad repelling a Reaper incursion ASAP. Command 
out . 

The channel closed, and Victus sighed. "Pack it up, on the double. 

We ' re moving out . " 

"Sir, what about the bodies?" asked Sanculus . 

"We'll be back for them later," said Victus, not able to hide the 
sadness from his voice. "Well Fireteam Crimson, up for another 
fight ? " 

"Always," replied the female that had spoken for the group. 

A minute later they were all sprinting towards their next objective. 
As they passed through a large clearing a bright series of flashes 
shining through the upper atmosphere caught his eye. _Hope those 
weren't any of ours_. 


22. Chapter 22: Chokepoint Pt II 

**Author's Note: Hey everybody, creamofwheat here, ready for the next 
chapter? Also, who's FREAKING HYPED EOR HALO 5?! :DDDDDD** * 

**Before we get on to the action though, ****i made some changes 
regarding Admiral Lasky and his Turian counterpart Admiral Tibrinus 
in the last chapter, so if you wouldn't like to be confused I would 
recommend going back and reading their section from Chapter 21. I 
apologize for the changes/any confusion that might 
arise . * * 

**Anyways, as always special thanks to my beta JonHarper, my 
technical advisor Bearmauls, and my lovely girlfriend of 
course . * * 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content (that I create) 
is mine . * * 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter Twenty Two: Chokepoint Pt . 
I Kstrong> 



**UNSC Sahara-Class Heavy Prowler **_** Jericho* *_ 

**Despara, Julta System, March 6th, 2186** 

A thermonuclear weapon is a nuclear weapon that uses the energy from 
a primary nuclear fission reaction to compress and ignite a secondary 
nuclear fusion reaction. The result is greatly increased explosive 
power when compared to single-stage fission weapons. The fission 
stage in such weapons is required to cause the fusion that occurs in 
thermonuclear weapons . 

The concept of the thermonuclear weapon was first developed and used 
in 1952 and even some 600 years later has been employed by most of 
the UNSC's nuclear weapons. The essential features of the mature 
thermonuclear weapon design are split into three steps. One: 
separation of stages into a triggering "primary" explosive and a much 
more powerful "secondary" explosive. Two: compression of the 
secondary by X-rays coming from nuclear fission in the primary, a 
process called the "radiation implosion" of the secondary. Three: 
heating of the secondary, after cold compression, by a second fission 
explosion inside the secondary. 

The radiation implosion mechanism is a heat engine that exploits the 
temperature difference between the secondary stage's hot, surrounding 
radiation channel and its relatively cool interior. This temperature 
difference is briefly maintained by a massive heat barrier called the 
"pusher", which also serves as an implosion tamper, increasing and 
prolonging the compression of the secondary. If made of uranium, as 
is almost always the case, it can capture neutrons produced by the 
fusion reaction and undergo fission itself, increasing the overall 
explosive yield. 

All of that techno-babble that ONI Captain Nathan Drake recalled from 
his Academy textbooks filtered down to more or less one thing: You 
_really_ don't want to get caught in the blast radius when one goes 
of f . 

"Sir, mine fifteen is away, ordinance is maneuvering to its 
predesignated position," his weapons officer said quietly. 

_Good, only five more to go, _thought Drake. "Nav, course change 
towards the next target location, coordinates 15-31-144. Helm, keep 
at max S-speed." 

"15-31-144, aye," parroted the Nav officer. 

"Max S-speed, aye," came the Helmsman immediately after. 

"Sensors, give me an update on those fighters." 

"Still closing quickly, bearing one-zero-three mark oh-two-five. ETA 
until SoD break: twenty seconds." 

Drake pursed his lips, looking between the data readouts being 
streamed to the holoconsole in front of his command chair. They 
wouldn't make it in time to their next drop point before the Reaper 
fighters entered into their SoD, otherwise known as the Sphere of 
Detection . 



No Prowler Captain wanted to bring his ship close enough to another 
to potentially break the SoD, lest they be detected and most likely 
subsequently destroyed. As advanced as the _Jericho_'s stealth 
technology and fusion reactor were, the former reverse-engineered 
from the Covenant and the latter containing a few Forerunner 
components added in here and there, the chance of detection increased 
exponentially the closer that a ship approached within the SoD, even 
with the optical camouflage active. 

The main reason why beads of sweat were starting to snail their way 
down Drake's face wasn't due to the increasing internal temperature 
of the bridge as the overflow-energy produced by the drives was 
dumped into secondary ablative heat sinks. No, he spent the majority 
of his life in Africa and the Middle East back on Earth, they would 
have to keep running the drives at their maximum stealth rate for 
another thirty minutes or so before he would start to feel the 
heat . 

Instead, the perspiration was caused by the idea that a large amount 
of Reaper fighters were predicted to pass well within their SoD, and 
their wasn't anything that he could do about it. 

Now Captain Drake wasn't a stranger to high-risk missions. When the 
Ur-Didact had attacked Earth with the _Mantle's Approach_, it had 
been the _Jericho_ that had gotten the closest of any other UNSC 
ships in order to give ELEETCOM advanced sensor readings on what they 
were dealing with to try and form a counter-attack strategy, which 
proved mostly for naught as the Master Chief blew the thing to 
kingdom come with a nuke not shortly after. 

When HIGHCOM had decided to return to the forerunner shield world of 
Requiem, the _Jericho_ had played pathfinder for the main 
_Inf inity_-led battlegroup, identifying Storm Covenant ship types, 
numbers, and deployment positions. After that six-month deployment 
they had been tasked with shadowing ships believed to belong to 
M'dama's inner fleet, with an ultimate goal of discovering his 
flagship where the captured Doctor Hasley was theorized to be held. 
That mission had been cut short as well with the news that the 
_Infinity _had gone missing, and since the _Jericho_ happened to be 
the closest Prowler able to respond, it was her that CINCONI Osmin 
decided would be sent to shadow Skyheit ' s Battlegroup _Yorktown_. 

Of course. Captain Skyheit wasn't informed of the _Jericho_'s 
reassignment, as per ONI protocol. _A Prowler should not be revealed 
to mainline UNSC forces until the highest-ranking ONI officer in the 
theater deems it absolutely necessary_, he recited from memory. A 
Prowler's game was information gathering while in complete stealth. 
Giving his ship's position away to Skyheit would have defeated that 
purpose, and could have possibly even led to their own destruction if 
records of their position had been somehow captured from the UNSC 
ships. Staying quiet had allowed ONI to gather it's _own _information 
about this entire fucked-up situation, but despite that, when Dare 
had ordered Drake to accompany her to the _Infinity_ he had been 
nervous. The fact that ONI protocol was to keep UNSC commanders 
unawares of such a strategically and tactically important resource as 
a stealth information vessel until the _ONI_ officers deemed it 
necessary to do so justly created a lot of animosity between the two 
branches . 


That was why when Admiral Lasky had gotten right down to business and 



explained his plan Drake had been both relieved and a bit uncertain. 
The ONI officer knew that he would have to push his ship to her 
absolute limits if they were going to have a chance of pulling a fast 
one on the Reapers. For one, the plan was based more or less solely 
on predictions that the AI ' s made on the Reaper's expected movements 
when they had jumped to the edge of their art if icially-created 
asteroid cloud. Second, the timeframe was bordering on the side of 
ludicrous. They would have to attempt to lay all twenty of their 
Hornet nuclear mines in the optimal detonation deployment pattern 
_before_ the Reapers passed through the point of minimal 
effectiveness where the minefield would be little more than a 
radioactive firework show. 

That meant running the _Jericho_ at its highest possible speed while 
still stealthed to attempt to make each individual mine deployment in 
time. The Reaper fighters complicated things, and it was just Drake's 
luck that the thousands of strike craft deemed it imperative to pass 
directly through his field of operations on their way to whatever 
their objective was. He took another look at his holoconsole. They 
weren't going to make it to the next deployment point in 
time . 

"Fifteen seconds until SoD break, " the sensor tech warned them. 

"Set Condition Black, now," ordered Drake. He watched his 
eight-person bridge crew, all veterans of his command since the 
_Jericho_ had rolled off of the production line and was assigned to 
him, execute his command quickly and precisely. 

It wasn't a surprise that almost nobody knew the exact specifics on 
how a Prowler achieved total stealth, just like ONI wanted. A 
majority of people were under the impression that in order to achieve 
total stealth one would need to turn the entire ship off completely 
by shutting down the reactor. The truth was though, the stealth 
systems required very little power. Active-sensor absorbing materials 
to defeat radar and lidar systems, adaptive camouflage to defeat 
visual detection, thermal sinks for IR stealth, and baffled, 
low-observable properties to their fusion drives for extra-low 
emissions. The main power-hogs were shields, weapons, drives, and the 
slipspace generators, three-out-of-four of which were currently 
offline to maximize their undetectability. 

So, they wouldn't be shutting down the reactor at all. Even if they 
were, doing so the standard way would take almost forty-minutes of 
safety measures, systems checks and rechecks, and coolant management. 
Doing it the unsafe way, i.e. an emergency shutdown, would be near 
instantaneous, but would then require _hours_ to bring back online 
while the reactor warmed itself up from the secondary battery 
nacelles. Both amounts time they didn't have. 

This is what happened instead. The reactor output was reduced to the 
minimal threshold that would still support only the most important 
systems when it came to absolute stealth: The active stealth systems 
that required that little-bit of power to function, the passive 
sensors, and life support. Before the drives shut down completely, 
the _Jericho_'s Helmsman performed one of the more impressive pieces 
of pinpoint navigation Drake had seen from him yet. In a virtuoso 
display of his craft, he dropped the ship behind one of the larger 
asteroids passing by and matched its orbit perfectly; leaving the 
majority of the drifting Prowler in the shadow of the rock with only 



a few dozen meters of hull peaking out to clear their passive sensor 
arcs . 

Station console information was reduced to a minimum as their 
respective systems went quiet. The lighting didn't need to shut off 
or dim, as the amount of power needed to keep them on was negligible 
at best. There was no forward viewport that needed polarizing, as ONI 
didn't believe in windows. 

It became deathly quiet. No one dared do anything more than breathe, 
even though it impossible for anyone to hear anything they said 
anyway. All eyes were glued to their display, watching as the Reaper 
fighter swarm came closer and closer. They soon broke their Sphere of 
Detection, and a red warning signal came over the sensors display 
which the attending officer quickly swiped away. 

Drake struggled to breathe calmly and evenly. He'd be lying if he 
said he wasn't nervous. In fact, he was downright terrified on the 
inside. Despite being the seasoned ONI Captain that he was, no ship 
had ever broken his SoD, nevermind _hundreds_ of ships at once. 
However his intelligence training meant that his outward features 
were as solid and unreadable as a rock. A thought crossed his mind 
that there was a very real possibility they could be _rammed_. If a 
Reaper fighter couldn't detect them, then it wouldn't know to get out 
of the way if it was on a collision course either. 

Wave after wave of Reaper drones and dropships passed by them, one 
particular pair passing not four hundred meters to their starboard, a 
scant hairsbreadth in terms of space distance. However, much to 
everyone's relief their stealth measures came through once again, and 
the last of the Reapers exited their SoD. 

"Power up," said Drake, exhaling loudly. "We've got a schedule to 
keep . " 

The _Jericho_ finished laying her mines just as the Reaper fighters 
and troop transports broke through the Allied defensive line and 
headed towards their objectives of the planet Despara and her 
driveyards . Drake breathed a sigh of relief as his ship quickly yet 
stealthily moved clear of what would shortly become a very unhealthy 
region of space. The _Jericho_ had done her job and had no business 
whatsoever in the upcoming slugfest. 

The main Reaper Capital ship group began their move forwards, and 
Drake watched as they approached their nuclear killbox. As the 
largest cluster of Reapers entered into prime position, Drake gave 
the order to jump to slipspace. A small purple-white portal crackling 
with energy opened up in front of the still-invisible Prowler, and a 
massive burst from the drives shot the craft forwards into the 
twisting maw of FTL. 

A nuclear hell burst forth not a second later. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity* *_* * , Flag Bridge** 

Everyone who crewed a warship knew that nuclear weapons were amongst 
the deadliest in the UNSC arsenal. High-yield vacuum-enhanced nuclear 
weapons had proven time and again to be extremely effective in 



destroying Covenant warships during the Great War, producing enough 
energy, heat, and radiation to atomize, liquefy, boil away, or 
severely scorch entire vessels depending on the distance from the 
initial blast zone. 

However, there were two main disadvantages to their use. The were 
expensive to make because they required very specialized production 
facilities guarded by large security forces to produce, and their 
effective destruction power had a severe drop off range due to the 
peculiarities of detonating a nuke in space. For these reasons, 
despite their strategic value in their ability to turn the tide of a 
battle, UNSC commanders were taught to be extremely wary of using 
them in anything but the most important of situations. 

This was, without a doubt, one of those important situations, thought 
Lasky. He could see through the dimming forward viewports the twenty 
startlingly bright miniature suns bursting forth amongst the Reaper 
formation as his command to detonate reached the hidden nuclear 
mines. He would admit that guessing what was happening to the Reapers 
trapped in that deadly maelstrom of energy gave him no small amount 
of satisfaction. 

What would cause him even greater satisfaction was that Reapers were 
actually MORE vulnerable to nuclear ordnance than the Covenant had 
been. While Covenant energy shields were moderately effective, even 
at close range, kinetic barriers offered no protection against the 
hard radiation released by each of those miniature suns. It was a 
shame that the Alliance and the rest of the Citadel races had banned 
nuclear weapons, Lasky thought. They sure could use a lot of them in 
the near future. 

Those capital ships closest to the nukes were vaporized into atoms, 
these were high-yield thermonuclear warheads they were talking about. 
A little beyond the 'vaporization' threshold were Reapers that had 
been turned into large blobs of molten metal, their new states of 
matter forming strangely elongated spheres in the vacuum of space as 
the thermal shock expansion bled kinetic energy into the debris. As 
you got further still. Reaper capital ships might have maintained 
their basic shape, just in the form of somewhat-solid, 
somewhat-liquid slag. 

Another layer of distance away and there were still-whole Reapers 
that had suffered critical damage to either their suprastructures , 
internal subsystems, or both. Some of those Reapers would follow the 
expected paths of violent implosions, but others would just shut off, 
floating through space on their current vectors as lifeless as the 
vacuum around them. Lastly, at the maximum effective range of the 
nuclear weapons Reapers lost power to their kinetic barriers as the 
emitter arrays along the hulls fried under the radiation, along with 
some internal electronics disruptions. 

As the light cleared the total casualty count was made evident, 
calculated and checked numerous times by Roland and Venus. Out of 
sixty-eight Capital ships, twenty-seven were either outright 
destroyed or mission-killed. The Destroyers suffered the most from 
the nuclear surprise, no doubt due to the lesser armor plating 
afforded by their smaller size. Of the original one hundred and two, 
only forty-five remained. All sixteen of the Reaper carriers survived 
due to their position at the rear of the formation, but Lasky wasn't 
concerned about them in the current strategic sense as they possessed 



no weapons . 


So that left eighty-six Reapers still active in varied states of 
capability. Stopping the Reaper advance into Turian space cold looked 
achievable . 

Lasky could hear through the audio feeds being piped up into the flag 
bridge that Captain Micheals was wasting no time. _"Gunnery, I want 
missile salvos targeted on those Reapers. Use Time-on-Target Pattern 
Gamma . " _ 

Lasky nodded in agreement with his choice of Pattern Gamma. Micheals 
had based the missile assignments on their speeds. Archer missiles 
had the largest payload, but were the slowest travelling. The Howlers 
were middle of the road, while the Rapiers had the highest speed, yet 
lowest comparable payload. Pattern Gamma would have Archer missiles 
going straight in. Howlers vectoring on up and downwards curves, and 
Rapiers on long burns to the left and right before arching back 
inwards. This way, all missile salvos would arrive near the same 
time, and from different orientations. 

In a massive burst of smoke and fire thousands of missiles burst from 
their launch tubes on the _Infinity_, the _Yorktown_, the _Dresden_, 
and the _Ghost of Onyx_ and raced towards the Reapers along their 
given paths . 

"Tell our HK groups to jump in and drop the hammer, Roland, " ordered 
Lasky 

"Aye sir, " confirmed Roland. 

"All ships, priority targets are Sovereign-class Reapers. Start on 
the edges of their formation and work inwards, cull the ones who 
escaped the nukes. All weapons systems are free save for our nuclear 
ordnance. Coordinate fire via fleet AIs. Execute," he added. 

He heard Micheals relay his orders, and the enthusiastic affirmative 
that the Hernandez responded with upon being given the one order that 
weapons officers treasured above all others: Fire at will. He already 
had firing solutions targeted, he simply selected one that would 
would fit within Lasky's prerogatives. _"EP-1 firing! "_ 

One of the Infinity's two energy projectors spun-up, producing a pure 
white, pencil-thin beam that lanced towards its Sovereign-class 
Reaper target in an instant. The beam of pure energy completely 
ignored the kinetic barriers and sliced deep through the hull and out 
the other side, devastating any internal systems it touched, igniting 
secondary explosions as it severed power conduits and volatile mass 
effect systems as well. One of those internal systems happened to be 
the central drive core, and the Reaper exploded in a massive 
orange-red fireball. The Infinity's bow shifted a few degrees to let 
the second energy projector fire, and a second Capital Reaper met the 
exact same fate. 

"_Captain, they're burning hard towards us," alerted 
Lewis ._ 

"They're trying to get within weapons range as quickly as possible," 
Tibrinus correctly deduced. "All Turian fleets are to move forwards 
and screen the UNSC ships. Focus fire on Destroyers or Reapers 



without barriers . 


As Lasky watched the Turian ships speed forwards to take up defensive 
blocking positions in front of the much more valuable UNSC vessels 
Hernandez said, _"Reaper formation crossing into effective MAC range 
in fiveaCl fouraC 1 threeaC 1 twoa€ 1 one. Firing MAC one . 

While it was true that kinetic weapons like the MACs had unlimited 
range, in that the slug would keep going until it hit something, that 
wasn't a useful measurement of their capability in terms of combat. 
What mattered was how quickly a round could reach the target before 
that target could adjust course and generate a miss. Against Covenant 
or other crewed ships, that range would be significant; even with 
light speed sensors, it took time for a sensor watch to detect an 
incoming shot, relay that information to the helm and adjust the 
ship's vector. Even longer for a ship's engines to generate that 
course change. Even against fellow UNSC ships under AI control it was 
near impossible. Unfortunately, the Reapers were both AIs, which 
drastically reduced the response time, and were uncrewed, 
dramatically increasing their ability to maneuver at high-G. Throw in 
their oversized mass-effect cores and Reapers were frightfully agile 
when it came to evasive maneuvers. This reduced the effective range 
of the MAC cannons from absurd, to merely impressive, as was about to 
be demonstrated. 

The deck shook underneath Lasky 's feet as the one-thousand ton 
depleted uranium slug exited the barrel at a velocity roughly two 
percent of light. The streak of yellow-white barreled towards its 
intended target and slammed through it with devastating effect, the 
kinetic force of the round absolutely shattering the Reaper into 
hundreds of thousands of individual pieces. 

The first MAC rounds of the dual-barreled _Yorktown_, _Dresden_, and 
_Ghost of Onyx_ impacted their targets around the same time as well, 
and although the slugs weren't as powerful as the _Infinity_'s they 
still sheared severe sections of Reapers clean off, or punched gaping 
holes straight through them. 

As one the Reaper formation took evasive action, spinning, juking, 
and jinking in dozens of different directions in an attempt to throw 
off the aim of the deadly UNSC vessels. In some cases it worked, the 
second MAC round from the _Yorktown _barely clipped its target, 
taking two of the Reaper's legs off at the lowest joint, while the 
_Dresden_'s shot missed completely. 

Unfortunately for the Reapers, the UNSC's main anti-ship weapons were 
just too accurate and travelled too fast. Their weapons officers were 
too good at what they did, and their AI ' s were too quick to find 
patterns and trends in their enemy's maneuvers. 

"Course prediction for MAC-2 target has been finalized, " alerted 
Roland . 

"_Roger. MAC-2 firing. The intended target-Reaper saw its rapidly 
approaching depleted-uranium death, tried its damndest to get out of 
the way, but was unable to generate the required delta V, and was 
promptly obliterated. The Turian main line joined with their own mass 
accelerators , peppering the kinetic barriers of Reapers that still 
had them and blowing chunks off of the ones that didn't. 



"Tibrinus to all HK attachment groups, initiate your predetermined 
burns now." On cue, two hundred and forty Turian Frigates and 
destroyers split off from the main defensive line and peeled off in 
full speed burns that would have them skirt the edges of the theatre 
and attempt to get 'above' the Reaper formation. 

Lasky watched the smaller Turian ships bob and weave throughout the 
asteroid fragments that littered the space around them, noting how 
about a dozen Reapers had changed course to try and intercept the 
faster allied vessels. "Admiral, the HK ' s are arriving," alerted 
Roland . 

He looked to the main holotable and saw the same thing. When the 
Reapers had first arrived, the UNSC Frigates and Destroyers had 
jumped away from the main formation. Their destination was just 
outside the local system, where they had turned around and made ready 
jump back through the asteroid field and attack the Reaper formation 
from its unprotected upper flank. Upon exiting from their return 
slipspace jumps high above the advancing Reaper formation, the twenty 
UNSC ships quickly oriented themselves to face the enemy and began 
bearing down on them. 

Originally brainstormed during the War Council between races held on 
the _Infinity_ following the aftermath of the Cerberus attack on the 
Citadel, the idea was that these groups would be fast enough to dart 
into a fight, damage or destroy a single Reaper, then dart back out 
before they could sustain too much concentrated return fire. MAC 
rounds from the UNSC warships would serve as the first step of a 
two-hit KO, disabling Reaper kinetic barriers and allowing the Turian 
mass accelerators to pick the vulnerable targets to pieces. 

The final MAC rounds from the UNSC's first salvo impacted their 
targets, taking down another four Reaper Capital ships. The missile 
barrage fired earlier converged on the Reaper mass as that time, and 
hundreds pinpricks of red point-defense lasers tore into the huge 
salvo. More than half of the missiles were destroyed, but Lasky 
wasn't banking on the damage from the Archers, Howelers, and Rapiers 
to win the day. They were more or less a distractionary measure to 
allow the HK groups to get closer to their targets and an attempt to 
take down the most vulnerable of the remaining Reapers. 

The foremost Reapers let loose with their crackling red 
magnetohydrodynamic mass accelerators as they got into range of the 
first few Turian ships, destroying most and crippling the rest. Lasky 
watched as the HK groups approached their optimal firing range, then 
glanced to the weapons readout on his datapad to confirm that it 
would be a little while until the _Infinity_'s energy projectors and 
MAC recharged. The Turians would have to shoulder the weight of the 
Reaper assault until then, and Tibrinus knew it, barking concise 
orders back-to-back-to-back to his communications team, which were 
working frantically to transmit the commands to their respective 
Captains . 

Lasky had to give him credit, Tibrinus knew his stuff. His orders 
were clear, easy to understand and covered all the bases needed to 
press the assault against the Reapers. They were the consummate 
professional soldiers of this universe, responsible for more than 
just their own race's protection but all of Citadel Space. Previously 
this was something Lasky didn't quite appreciate, until this moment 
when the Turians swung resolutely into action. 



The Turian Frigates and Destroyers labelled as Hunter-Killer 
attachement s had reached the endpoints of their burns, the 
just-arrived UNSC Frigates and Destroyers. Quickly and expertly the 
Turian vessels maneuvered themselves to match the UNSC warships' 
advance towards the Reapers, ten to twelve Turian ships accompanying 
each UNSC one. Magnetic and mass accelerator rounds shot forth as the 
Hunter-Killer groups engaged the Reapers that had been attempting to 
intercept the smaller Turian ships, coordinating their firepower 
through AT datalink between them for maximum effect as they pressed 
their assault. 

Now, the battle was joined in earnest. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>UNSC <strong>_* * Infinity* *_ 

**MAC-3 Gunnery Station** 

Warrant Officer First Class Hans Schwimmer was giddy. Was he giddy 
about the fact that thousands would be dead by the end of the day, 
potentially including him? No. 

Was he giddy about the fact that right now he was participating in 
what likely would be the deciding battle in this entire war? Nope. 
Perhaps he was giddy that so soon after the end of a galactic war 
against the Covenant that nearly wiped out all of Humanity, he was 
being forced to participate in yet another one that could result in 
much the same fate? 

Of course not. In fact, all of those petty concerns were as far from 
the front of mind as they could be. No, what was making him giddy 
were the six block letters that had just taken up the majority of his 
control console. 

**FIRING** 

He braced himself. The _feel_ of a CR-03 Series-8 MAC was not 
something that you could avoid. Not like Schwimmer wanted to avoid it 
anyways. The electrical tingling of the currents that ran down the 
rail/coilgun accelerators and made the hairs on the back of your neck 
stand up even through his hardsuit was nice. But the following 
_ziiinnggg-CRACK_ that echoed through the deck into your very bones 
when the thousand pound depleted uranium slug fired was the most 
badass, awe-inspiring, absolute _fucking coolest_ thing that 
Schwimmer had ever had the pleasure of experiencing in his life. 
Forget sex, _this_ was the best feeling in the world. 

From his vantage point in the gunnery station he watched as dozens of 
pieces of massive machinery worked in perfect tandem to haul the next 
depleted uranium slug out of the ammunition storage bay and onto the 
loading slider. As the round was locked into place, the cannon's 
breech door opened wide and the mechanical slide guided the round 
into the barrel proper. The mechanical slides locks disengaged, 
leaving the MAC round on the firing rails and slid back, the breech 
door closing behind it. 


Another series of whirs and clicks, soundly oddly muted in the vacuum 
of the weapons bay as they traveled through the deck plates and into 



his suit boots, and the word **CHAMBERED **popped up on his display, 
meaning that the round had been securely chambered. Now came the 
boring part: waiting for the capacitors for the magnetic coils to 
fully charge up, which predictably took a long time to charge given 
how powerful the Series-8 was. The average was around forty-five 
seconds, give or take a couple based on the current power 
distribution throughout the rest of the _Infinity_'s systems. Now 
forty-five seconds may not seem like a lot of time to a normal 
person, but in space combat where a second could mean the difference 
between life and death it was a _long_ time. 

Schwimmer busied himself checking and rechecking the readouts from 
his instruments, and _finally _the capacitors for the coils reached 
full charge, signified by the **CHARGE: 100% **on his screen. 
Schwimmer grinned, pressing and flipping the combinations of buttons 
and switches that replaced the charge level with his second favorite 
word . 

** ARMED** 


He started bouncing 
as one could inside 
whatever was on the 
of hurt. The screen 


on the balls of his feet in anticipation, as much 
of a sealed gunnery hardsuit, knowing that soon 
business end of this MAC would be in for a world 
flashed . 


**EIRING** 

Schwimmer literally punched the nonexistent air in excitement. There 
was only one thing going through his mind right now. _Euck. Yes._ 


* * 


* 


><pXstrong>Turian Destroyer <strong>_** Justiculus**_**, Combat 
Information Center** 

"Eire ! " 

The mass accelerator round leapt from the barrel that spanned the 
length of the Turian Destroyer, slamming right into the midsection of 
the Reaper Destroyer and destabilizing its drive core. Buried deep 
within the ship. Captain Cabus Caepnis watched the CIC video displays 
with barely concealed triumph as catastrophic detonations traced 
along the vile enemy warship's hull. 

Ever since he had enlisted in the navy he had been of the opinion 
that emotions had little place on a warship, that a cool, level head 
was needed to properly assess a combat situation and take the 
required action without hesitation. The entirety of his twenty-two 
year career he had taken that lesson to heart, but suddenly he was 
finding that keeping a lid on his feelings was nigh impossible. 

They had just killed a Reaper. _Killed_. _His_ ship had dealt the 
final blow. These same monsters had devastated his homeworld of 
Palaven and the fleets protecting it, destroying dozens upon dozens 
of Turian ships, killing tens of thousands of crew, many of whom he 
had been friends with. That wasn't mentioning the civilian casualties 
once the Reapers had hit the surface. Estimates had put the death 
count at six million in the first _day_. He still hadn't heard 
anything about his wife and two children. 



Each shot they fired today was a message, one that said _'We won't 
back down.'_ Each Reaper they took out was revenge for the millions 
that they had killed beforehand. This was more than a war. This was a 
battle for galactic survival, and everyone knew it. So when they 
destroyed one of the most fearsome enemies the Turian civilization 
had ever faced, did the higher-ups really expect them to follow 
standard Turian Naval Doctrine? 

Of course they did, that wasn't even a question. 

So Captain Caepnis kept as stony-faced as he could, despite his 
body's wish to spread his mandibles in a wide-open grin. He had to 
set the example. If he lost his discipline and focus then so would 
his crew, and that kind of attitude led to mistakes that had the 
potential to get them killed. 

"New course telemetry received from the _Dauntless_! " one of the 
comms officers said loudly. 

"Plug it in and execute," ordered Caepnis. The _Dauntless_ was the 
UNSC Erigate that they were attached to, along with nine other Turian 
ships that made up Hunter-Killer Group Eifteen. They had just 
destroyed their first target, a Sovereign-Class Reaper that had been 
heavily damaged from the nuclear explosions earlier. The MAC round 
from the UNSC warship had taken out the remnants of the Reaper's 
kinetic barrier, and apparently also its fire control systems, given 
that the machine didn't return fire once the Turian ships closed into 
range . 

The first part of their Hunter-Killer doctrine completed, their group 
was now in the process of 'tactical repositioning, ' using their 
superior speed to escape the pursuit and return fire of other Reapers 
while waiting for their UNSC heavy-hitter's MAC to recharge. As the 
hum of the inertial dampeners got louder because of their increasing 
accelerat ion, Caepnis allowed himself a couple of seconds to enlarge 
his holomap to show the entire theatre. 

Things were going well. No, more than well. Caepnis dared to say that 
the battle was going _f antast ically_. Half of the surviving post-nuke 
Reapers had already been destroyed. The three UNSC Dreadnoughts and 
that behemoth of a ship _Infinity_ were laying waste to Reapers left 
and right and forwards, and in a couple of minutes the twenty 
Hunter-Killer groups would start maneuvering for their second attack 
runs to finish off the stragglers. 

Something caught his eye. Caepnis zoomed the theatre map inwards 
again, enough so that he could see his HK group and the three others 
closest to it maneuvering through space. Twenty-two years of 
training, exercises, pirate skirmishes, serving through the Relay 314 
Incident, fighting Sovereign and the Geth, all of that meant that he 
was able to identify what was out of place rather quickly. 

A Reaper Destroyer that had started pursuing them was firing both its 
magnetohydrodynamic mass accelerator and many of its close-in GARDIAN 
laser equivalents. But why? Their HK group was well out of 
rangeaC 1 . 

It dawned on him suddenly. The Reaper wasn't trying to fire _at_ 
them. At least, not yet. It was trying to clear a corridor. The 
Destroyer's targets were the pieces of rock and asteroid in front of 



it that had previously prevented it from going to FTL. That bad thing 
was that Caepnis' HK group had inadvertently been helping the Reaper 
with their 'tactical repositioning.' Instead of attacking through the 
asteroid debris, keeping enough in front of them to prevent Reaper 
FTL, the wakes of their drives were pushing that debris away from 
them as they repositioned. 

The Reaper Destroyer was five kilometers behind the UNSC _Dauntless_ 
a second later, its main weapon splashing crackling red energy across 
the Frigate's energy shields. The UNSC vessel didn't even attempt to 
slow down, instead firing maneuvering thrusters that would flip the 
ship about to face its attacker. 

"Engage that Reaper! Now!" yelled Caepnis. Disrupter torpedoes 
launched from their tubes as the _Justiculus_ oriented its bow-facing 
weapon to the Reaper. The Destroyer fired again, the UNSC ship just 
over halfway through its maneuver to bring its MAC to bear. This time 
the Frigate's energy shield barely absorbed the shot, the blue 
hexagonal envelope visibly breaking. 

Mass accelerator fire and Thanix Cannon projectiles impacted all over 
the Destroyer to no effect, and Caepnis came to the dreadful 
conclusion that they weren't making a dent, and that if the Reaper 
fired again the UNSC Frigate might not survive. 

That couldn't be allowed to happen. 'Protect the UNSC vessels at all 
costs', that was the order that had come directly from Admiral 
Tibrinus. He quickly glanced at his holomap and confirmed what he had 
thought: The _Justiculus _was the closest ship to the 
Reaper . 

_Protect the UNSC vessels at all costs, _he thought. 

"Helm, come to bearing zero-one-three mark zero-three-zero, maximum 
accelerat ion ! " he ordered. 

To the credit of their training and discipline his crew did not 
hesitate in the slightest, even though most knew that such a vector 
would put them on a collision course for the Reaper Destroyer. 

Caepnis didn't bother issuing an evacuation order for the bow-most 
decks, they would only have enough time to take a few steps before 
they hit. Instead, he opened a ship-wide comms channel and shouted, 
"Brace for impact ! " 

The _Justiculus_ shot forwards at an alarming speed, approaching the 
Reaper just as its main weapon started to charge again. Secondary 
laser fire from the Reaper bypassed the Turian ship's barriers, 
carving glowing-hot rents into the armor plate, but the warship 
didn't sway from its course. 

The Turian Destroyer slammed into the Reaper with the energy of 
several kilotons of TNT, the kinetic barriers of both ships flashing 
azure as they struggled with the massive amounts energy bleeding into 
them. The Turian ship's flickered out almost instantly while the 
Reaper's noticeably dimmed from the effort. With the barriers gone 
the bow of the Turian ship crumpled like paper as it glanced off the 
Reaper, which shuddered drunkenly as it was bodily shoved sideways 
from the impact. The Reaper's main weapon still fired, but due to its 
sudden 'repositioning' the shot went wide. 



Such was the force of the impact that even within the CIC, buried 
deep behind layers of hull armor and multiple decks, and secured by 
top of the line crash-webbing, the results amongst the bridge crew 
were devastating. Necks were snapped, skulls were shattered upon 
violent impacts with consoles, bodies were broken as bolts and rivets 
failed and chairs were thrown around the room and into bulkheads like 
ragdolls . 

Caepnis didn't remember blacking out, but he did remember waking up. 
He opened his eyes to pure chaos, the CIC bathed in red emergency 
lighting, alarms screeching in his ear. It was difficult to breath, 
and when he tried to move his left arm his entire upper half lit up 
with pain. Mandibles back, teeth bared, he managed to undo the crash 
webbing in his still upright, attached command chair. He looked 
around the room, grimacing, noting how none of his other crewmembers 
were moving. 

One of the many repeating warning alarms caught his attention above 
all others, even over the subtle hiss of air escaping through the 
various breaches in the hull: _**Warning! Mass Effect Core 
Containment Failing! **_ 

Caepnis probably wouldn't get to an escape pod in time, given that 
they were on the outermost decks of the ship and he was in the very 
center, as far away as one could possibly be. His second, and likely 
only, option was to don one of the several emergency pressure suits 
reserved for the CIC crew in the event of a depressurization 
situation or loss of life support and pray that he wasn't instantly 
killed in the core explosion. 

Pausing as he struggled out of his chair, Caepnis reached for a small 
cover on the arm of his command chair, one he hoped he would never 
need to use. Flipping up the protective cover, he closed his eyes 
briefly before hamming down the red button the cover had exposed. 
Immediately a new alarm sounded over all ship speakers and suit corns, 
replacing all the previously broadcast warnings or messages. An alarm 
that had only one meaning aboard any Turian vessel, military or 
civilian; abandon ship. Caepnis' final official duty as captain 
complete, he staggered to his feet and made his way unsteadily 
towards the compartment containing the emergency suits, trying his 
best not to trip over the debris that littered the deck and the 
prone, twisted body of his former Helmsman. 

Caepnis winced as he raised his arm to hit the compartment control 
and what felt like red-hot knives stabbed into his side. He stepped 
into the chamber and picked a suit, beginning the process of putting 
it on. In practice drills he could have been in the suit and have 
attached his oxygen canisters in under thirty seconds, but with 
several broken ribs and what felt like a shattered arm it was taking 
longer than he would have liked, as he happened to glance again at 
the flickering engineering status console across the bridge and his 
eyes widened. 

_**Warning! Mass Effect Core Containment Failing. Core breach 
estimated in 30 seconds !**_ 

_That_ got him moving. With some cries of pain Caepnis muscled his 
way into the suit, relieved as he heard the _hiss_ of pressurization 
as he secured his helmet. Now to grab his supplemental oxygen 
canisters and - 



The entire ship vibrated violently enough for the Turian Captain to 
be thrown off of his feet. Agonizing waves of pain rushed throughout 
his torso as the vibrations continued to worsen, and as Caepnis 
turned his head he found that most of the CIC was justaC 1 gone. 

He was sucked out into space not a second later. 

As he spun uncontrollably he caught a momentary glimpse of the 
_Justiculus _breaking apart as the Reaper Destroyer sliced the ship 
to pieces with its Guardian lasers, only to be itself cracked into 
pieces when the UNSC Frigate finally brought its MAC to bear. 

His gaze was soon forced away from the scene as he continued 
spinning, just in time to witness a ball-sized piece of asteroid 
hurtling at his helmet. The space-debris hit his visor with a 
sickening crack, and for a second Caepnis thought it was all 
over . 

After a second he opened his eyes and saw that he had indeed not 
suffered the effects of explosive decompression. But his heart sank 
when he did see the large crack in his visor, and heard the high 
pitched _hiss _of air escaping his suit. He activated the distress 
beacon on his chest, but doubted that it would do any good. His air 
would likely run out before any rescue/recovery ships managed to make 
it to him after the battle. 

On the plus side, the impact and slow loss of air had somehow mostly 
stabilized his spin. He was now witness to one of the most 
spectacular displays he had ever seen as the air from his leaking 
helmet gently rotated him around. At this distance, he couldn't make 
out any individual ships. But what he did see, and with amazing 
clarity, were the visual effects of the massive battle that was 
taking place above the ashen grey surface of Despara. 

Brilliant yellow streaks of MAC rounds and mass accelerator 
projectiles, sparkling blue Thanix shots and those pure-white energy 
beams that he knew from his briefings only the _Infinity_ could 
create, the fiery orange-red exhausts of missiles and the smoky 
trails of expended propellent they left in their wakes, the crackling 
red of the Reaper main weapons and the almost invisible flashes of 
the various GARDIAN systems being employed as they scattered off of 
dust or debris. 

Caepnis could do nothing but float in space as his air continued to 
escape, thinking how beautiful it was. For a Turian who had spent 
most of his life in space, defending his people, he thought it was a 
good way to spend his last moments. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Above Despara Driveyards<strong> 

"Fox-Three ! " 

The Medusa active radar missile shot forwards from its underwing 
mount, undergoing hundreds of G's of acceleration before slamming 
into the tailpipe of an Oculus drone seconds later and turning it 
into scrap metal. 



"Good kill 1-2, time to burn out." 


Captain 'Maverick' Mitchell pressed his throttle as far as it could 
go and his Broadsword responded in kind. His radar showed a pair of 
Oculus drones attempting to pursue them only to be blown apart by a 
pair of missiles from AndA°ril 2-1 and 2-2. 

Mitchell glanced at his squadron status, frowning when he saw that 
with those last two launches from 2-1 and 2-2 each AndA°ril had 
expended their missile compliments. 

"FlightOps, this is AndA°ril 1-1." 

"_AndA°ril 1-1, FlightOps. Go ahead. 

"AndA°ril squadron is Winchester on Medusas. Request permission to 
close with bogeys and engage with guns, how copy?" 

"_Wait one . 

Mitchell had counted to three when the comm crackled 
again . 

"_AndA°ril 1-1, new squadron orders . 

Mitchell switched the comms frequency so that the entire squadron 
could hear. 

"_Marked Turian squadron is at two-thirds strength and is 
outnumbered. You are authorized to close to gun range and assist. 
FlightOps out . 

"Alright AndA°rils, you heard him. Lock in on my flight path and 
let's bail out some birdbrains, " said Mitchell, keying in a course 
that would get them to the distressed Turian fighters as quickly as 
possible while avoiding passing too closely to the major major 
dogfights taking place. 

During transit Mitchell swiped to the visual observation data of the 
Turian squadron, pursing his lips as he concluded that they would be 
entering into a right and true furball. The Reaper drones outnumbered 
their opponents handily and they knew it, doubling or even tripling 
up on the Turians, who were busy evading for their lives. 

Mitchell assigned squadron targets quickly and once he transmitted 
them to the squadron said, "I want gun runs straight through that 
mess for these targets that I've assigned. Afterwards, peel off into 
your wing-pairs and engage at your discretion. Good hunting." 

The twenty-four Broadswords sliced through the Turian-Reaper dogfight 
like a hot knife through butter, 35mm tungsten rounds piercing into 
Oculi armor and wrecking internal systems. Twenty-one Reaper drones 
were turned to scrap, and eighteen Turian pilots were left spinning 
their heads and wondering what in Spirits' name had just 
happened . 

Maverick yanked his stick and spun his Broadsword around. Goose 
copying and maneuvering to stay on his wing . He picked his first 
target, a Reaper Oculus who had decided to follow him as he shot 
through their dogfight and was now barreling down on him head-on. 



Mitchell lined up his reticule and pressed his trigger, feeling the 
buzzing vibration of the 35mm rotary cannon as it poured rounds 
downrange . 

The Oculus let loose with its own ruby-red beam, and Maverick 
grimaced as it impacted his shields and brought them down to nearly 
fifteen percent. Mitchell's rounds impacted a couple tenths of a 
second later, transforming the Reaper drone into nothing more than a 
hunk of metal ridden with holes. 

Maverick and Goose angled around the dead Oculus' path, and Mitchell 
let 1-2 take the lead so his shields could recharge. His wingman 
picked out a pair of fighters closely pursuing a Turian fighter a 
little _too_ closely and laid out a long, sweeping burst took them 
both out . 

Mitchell highlighted a trio of Oculi who were maneuvering to pursue 
another wing-pair, but all of a sudden, the Reaper fighters justa€ 1 
stopped. Their red central eyes faded to black and they just 
continued to drift on whatever vectors they had been travelling in. 
Some pilots, UNSC and Turian, put some rounds in the seemingly 
lifeless husks just to be sure, but for the most part it seemed that 
for whatever reason the dogfight had ceased. 

The radio crackled, and soon everything was explained. _"A11 fighter 
elements, this is FlightOps. Enemy ship presence in the theatre has 
been eliminated, coinciding with shutdown of drone-controlled bogeys. 
All squadrons report status to your assigned carrier ships and 
prepare for possible ground support strike assignments. FlightOps 
out . 

"Anduril 1-1 to Infinity FlightOps, stand by for status telemetry 
upload . " 

Maverick reached down to his instrument display and toggled a 
command. Immediately his fighter, and all surviving fighters linked 
into the squadron tactical network, uploaded their ship status to the 
_Infinity's _FlightOps status board. Fuel, shields, ordinance, 
consumables, everything related to the functioning of the ships was 
sent via coded databurst_._ 

"_Infinity FlightOps to Anduril flight, return to base, repeat, bring 
it home . 

"Would you look at that," said Mitchell. "Alright AndA°rils, time to 
head back home. Good work today." 

"That was easy," remarked Goose on their wing-pair channel. 

"Yeah, a little too easy if you ask mea€ 1 " responded Mitchell. He 
took a long look at the planet that they had been fighting to defend, 
then banked his Broadsword back on a course to the _Infinity_. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


xpxst rong>UNSC <strong>_* * Inf inity **_**Flag Bridge** 

Lasky could hear the cheers being piped up from the bridge, and for 
good reason; the last Reaper ship had just been confirmed destroyed. 
The battle was theirs, they had won. Tibrinus ' communicat ions 



officers were exchanging handshakes and pats on the back, while he 
saw a couple of the Marines that made up his guard bumping fists, 
smiling . 

As Tibrinus walked over and personally congratulated each of his 
officers on a job well done, Lasky took a look at the final 
after-action report generated by Roland. One-hundred and eighty-six 
Reapers had arrived in the Despara system, and exactly zero would 
leave it. However, while this truly was a monumental victory, it 
wasn't one without cost. 

It had taken the lives of forty-six Turian warship crews, 
eighty-seven Turian fighter pilots, nine UNSC pilots, and who knows 
how many dead on Despara proper to halt the Reaper's advance into 
Turian space. 

As Tibrinus turned away from his communicat ions team he shared a look 
of understanding with Lasky, one that said he as wellknew that this 
was the only beginning, and likely the easiest that it was going to 
get. Their allied forces had had the clear advantage of being able to 
prepare a defensive position, complete with a nuclear trap that had 
severely reduced the combat capability of their enemy. From now on, 
_they_ would be the ones having to take the offensive, and Lasky had 
a strong feeling that the Reapers would only learn from this 
encounter and adapt accordingly. 

There had already been a moment where Lasky had almost lost a ship; 
were it not for the heroic sacrifice of the Turian Destroyer 
_Justiculus_ the UNSC Paris-class Frigate _Honduras_ likely would 
have been destroyed, or at least mission-killed. The Admiral feared 
what kind of tactics the Reapers would start utilizing against his 
people next . 

Yes, they had won the battle. But the war had just begun. 
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><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review ! <strong> 


23. Chapter 23: Tuchanka Pt I 

**Author's Note: Next chapter is here! So, couple of announcements. 
First, while the idea of creating a Halo 5 Spartan Company got 
support, when I actually made the company not enough people joined to 
make it even active, so I disbanded it. Second, If you want to play 
Halo 5 and/or Star Wars Battlefront (for the Xbox One) with me, my 
gamertag is creamofwaf f les . Feel free to send me a PM regarding 
interest/timezones/playtimes/any additional information.** 

**Also: _HALO 5 GUARDIANS SPOILERS CONTAINED WITHIN! PROCEED WITH 
CAUTION !_** 

**Special thanks to my beta JonHarper and my as always lovely 
girlfriend/battle-buddy. ** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content which I create 
is mine . * * 



><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 23: Tuchanka Pt . Kstrong> 

**SSV **_**Normandy**_ 

**Departing Orbit of Sur'Kesh ** 

**March 6th, 2186** 

"You slimy, lying Salarian son of a bitch!" 

"Slimy? Species has long since evolved from requiring membrane-based 
oxygen diffusion -" 

"Shut. Your. Mouth." 

A thick, pointed Krogan talon all but pushed Doctor Mordin Solus out 
of the open troop door of the UT-47 Kodiak and onto the deck of the 
_Normandy _shuttle bay. A very angry, recently-awoken Urdnot Wrex 
followed, massive weight causing a pair of deep _thunks_ as his boots 
his the floor. 

"Admit it. This wasn't about curing the genophage at all," growled 
Wrex. "Was this all an elaborate ploy to kill two Pyjacks with one 
round? Killing not only the cure, but also the one Krogan who has a 
realistic chance to unite his race and save them from internal 
destruction? " 

"Rage clouds your judgment Wrex, " Mordin said quietly, eyes starting 
to narrow. "Urge you to calm down. Reconsider your accusation." 

"Or else what? You'll kill me? Hehehe . Draw on your STG field 
training to finish the job? I'd like to see you try." 

"Stand down." The voice was deep, coarse, and while commanding, was 
not Shepard's. 

Wrex turned his head to see the Master Chief stride off of the 
Kodiak, hexagonal orange faceplate turned right towards the Krogan as 
if the man inside was staring daggers through him. 

"Ahhh. _Spartan_. " Wrex spat the word like an insult. "I've got a 
bone to pick with you after what you did." 

"My actions were justified." 

"Your actions? Justified? They tried to kill us! And you decide 
that's the best moment to pull a fast one on me?" Wrex barely stopped 
himself from bellowing; rage seething from every pore of his skin. 

His breaths came in sharp, shallow gulps as he squared up on on the 
Master Chief. It appeared that at any moment he would launch himself 
at him. 

"You had a high chance of compromising the mission. I recognized the 
symptoms of Blood Rage when I saw them." The Master Chief shook his 
head. "If the Salarians had wanted us dead then we wouldn't be here 
right now. They had hundreds of soldiers at that base, dozens of 
aircraft, and an entire group of ships bracketing the _Normandy_ in 



orbit . " 


"Chief's right," agreed Shepard, stepping out of the shuttle followed 
by Liara, Garrus, and Kaidan. Liara was grasping onto Shepard's 
shoulder looking unsteady, while Kaidan had his eyes closed and was 
rubbing his temples vigorously, obvious pain etched in his face. 

"They had ample opportunities to take us out if that were their 
goal . " 

"Well tell me, " started Wrex, "How do explain the, the - " 

"The bomb?" All heads snapped back towards the Chief, some still a 
little unnerved that occasionally a feminine voice radiated from the 
hulking seven-foot tall armored supersoldier. "It was a single 
Salarian. A guard near the elevator, suicide vest. I would have 
caught it sooner, but it seemed that the chemicals contained only 
mixed into what became explosives after we had already gone down into 
the labs . " 

"Excuse me, thought you were male?" questioned Mordin, looking 
curiously at the Chief. 

"The man inside the suit is, but _I_ am not. I'm Cortana. An 
artificial intelligence." 

Doctor Solus nodded his head quickly in a way that seemed like an AI 
residing within the hyper-advanced Mjolnir suit was not at all an 
unthought of possibility. "Ah. Interesting." 

"Mordin, please take the female Krogan up to the med bay. Liara, 
Kaidan, go with them, get Doctor Chakwas to check out your heads, " 
ordered Shepard. 

As Mordin went back into the Kodiak to assist the Krogan female a 
spurt of _whirring_ was heard as Viper-Heavy's troopbay ramp hit the 
deck of the hangar. Previa and James rushing out towards the group 
near the Kodiak. 

"Commander, what the hell happened down there?" asked Vega, head 
swiveling between an unsteady Kaidan and Liara, Shepard, and the 
tense standoff still occurring between Wrex and the Master 
Chief . 

"Suicide bomber apparently, " responded Shepard, reaching up and 
popping the seals on his helmet, sliding it off gently. 

"Anyone hurt?" questioned Previa, medical training kicking in. 

"A couple of minor head injuries possibly, " replied Shepard, 
motioning towards Liara and Kaidan. "Take them up to the medbay 
Previa, help Chakwas anyway you can. Vega, help Mordin escort the 
female Krogan up there too, she said she was feeling weak on the way 
up. Cortana, please continue. A suicide bomber?" 

"It makes the most sense. Like Chief said, if the Salarians had 
wanted us dead we would be. A singular, unexpected action like a 
suicide bomber explains the reaction, or lack thereof really, of the 
rest of the base as we made our escape," said Cortana. 

Shepard pursed his lips together in a tight frown. "Then it seems the 



most glaring questions left are who ordered the attack, and 
why . " 

"I'll tell you why," stated Wrex. "There's obviously some Salarian 
bastards still out there who hate the idea of curing the Genophage 
and will do anything to stop it." 

Shepard nodded in agreement. "EDI? Have you been listening?" 

"_Yes Commander, was the response over the hangar intercom. 

"See if you can contact Kirrahe on the QEC. Tell him it's urgent. 

Have Joker plot a course to Tuchanka as well." 

"_Right away Commander. 

"Chief, follow me. We're going up to the War Room. Were you recording 
what happened?" asked Shepard. 

"Yes sir, helmet cam is always on for situations just like this 
one . " 

"Good. Can you create a video file starting from when we exited the 
lab elevator and were attacked to when we bugged out on the 
shuttle? " 

"Cortana?" prompted Chief. 

"Already done," Cortana replied happily. 

Shepard saw as the elevator doors closed, a light on the panel 
indicating that it was ascending to Deck Three, the crew deck. 
"Compile it in a compatible format for QEC transmission and have EDI 
attach it to her communique to Kirrahe. Chief, let's take the service 
stairs . " 

"Shepard ! " 

The Commander's head swiveled around to the unmistakable voice of 
Wrex, who was purposefully walking towards the pair with purpose. 
Shepard had a sinking suspicion as to what this was 
about . 

"Wrex. " 

"Shepard. The Spartan and I have unfinished business." 

"Is that so?" said Shepard, crossing his arms in annoyance. They 
didn't have time for this. 

"Indeed," replied Wrex, gaze shifting towards the Master Chief. "This 
one incapacitated me through dishonorable combat. In accordance to 
ancient Krogan traditions, if were are to continue working together 
then I demand a fight on equal terms. Right here, right now." 

"Wrex, is this truly the best time?" asked Shepard, "And besides, I 
thought you were trying to abolish the more barbaric Krogan 
traditions . " 

"I am. Originally, this fight would have been to the death," he said. 



grinning a toothy smile at the Chief. He backed up a few paces, 
unholstering his massive shotgun and casting it aside. The Krogan 
spread his arms outwards in the universal 'come and get me' sign, 
still grinning. "Well Spartan? I'm waiting." 

"Chief, you don't started Shepard, halting when he saw the Spartan 
reach to his back and grip his sleek rifle, setting it down on a 
nearby weapons bench. His pistol, bandolier of grenades, and the 
external combat webbing where his ammunition was stored followed. He 
started towards Wrex slowly, but not in a way that portrayed a sense 
of fear or hesitation. 

Shepard's eyes flicked to Garrus as he stepped besides him, the 
Turian leaning in close and whispering, "Shepard, are you sure this 
is a good idea?" 

The Commander sighed. "No." 

"And you're just going to let it happen?" 

"Yes . " 

"Why?" Garrus asked. 

"They need to get it out of their system," Shepard answered dryly. 
"Chief was just doing what he thought was best for the mission, but 
Wrex has deemed being knocked out as 'dishonorable' and is now 
demanding fair combat." 

"Wonderful," quipped Garrus, shaking his head. "I'll get some 
popcorn. Dextro for me of course." 

"Hehehe. First one off of their feet loses," said Wrex, widening his 
stance and putting his arms out towards the Chief. 

The Spartan mimicked the Krogan ' s stance, which signalling to Wrex 
that he was ready. The Urdnot leader wasted no time in attacking, 
rushing at the Chief with a heavy, closed right fist leading the 
charge . 

What happened next Shepard could only describe asa€ 1 unreal. Now the 
Commander knew that the Master Chief was fast, by far faster than a 
normal human, but he had no idea that he was _that_ fast. It sent an 
unconscious shiver down his spine to see what the Spartan was truly 
capable of. 

The Spartan sidestepped to the left of Wrex ' s attack, locked the 
Krogan ' s arm in an underarm-bar with his own left arm, and stopped 
Wrex ' s forward momentum with a vicious open palm strike to the chest 
that would have killed likely anything _but _a Krogan. He then 
stepped his right leg behind both of Wrex ' s and headbutted the Krogan 
right between the eyes. Lastly, he released the hold on Wrex ' s arm, 
causing the Krogan to fall backwards right over Chief's strategically 
placed leg and crash to the floor with a heavy _thud_. 

All of this happened within a second or so, and occurred with such 
speed and force that Wrex was only able to process what had happened 
a couple of seconds after he had hit the floor. Judging by his 
stunned facial expression, Shepard was worried that Wrex would enter 
into another Blood Rage, but luckily his fears were 



unjustified . 


Instead Wrex burst out into a belly laugh so loud that echoed off the 
walls of the shuttle bay. He held out his arm to Chief and the 
Spartan took it, hoisting the Krogan up on his feet. Wrex didn't 
release the Chief's arm though, saying, "There's only one other 
person alive who's managed to knock me on my quad, and he's standing 
right over there." 

He motioned towards Shepard with his head, and the commander dipped 
his head in response. 

"But that?" he said, shaking his large head. "I'll just say that I'm 
glad you're on our side." Wrex let go of Chief's armored forearm and 
walked over to his cast aside Shotgun, picking up and tossing it at 
the Spartan. The Master Chief caught the weapon expertly, the massive 
Claymore looking like a normal weapon in his hands. 

"But that? Shepard didn't want it, said it wasn't his style. Take 
it , " said Wrex . 

Chief palmed the weapon over to see at the other side and was 
surprised to see letters engraved into the side of the 
Shotgun . 

"Helmsbreaker, " said Wrex, seeing the Chief look at the engraving. 
"Crafted by my grandfather. Master Armorer of Clan Urdnot one and a 
half thousand years ago. Given to my father, then taken by me when I 
killed him . " 

Though almost no one else could tell behind his reflective visor and 
motionless stature, the Chief was hesitating when it came to taking 
Wrex ' s weapon. During their training it had been emphasized not to 
get attached to weapons, that they were merely tools for the _real_ 
weapons, the Spartan's themselves, to utilize when needed. 

Linda's previous sniper rifle Nornfang was an exception, yet that was 
a special case. Her mastered trade required her to customise that 
weapon to the extreme and learn its subtle ins and outs over a long 
period of time. However, Chief was still under the firm belief that 
weapons and equipment always had a potential to fail, and that 
adaptability was be the key to effectiveness in the field. If there 
was one phrase that Mendez had drilled into his brain during 
training, it was that. Adapt or die. 

However, the only one who _could_ sense Chief's hesitation had her 
own opinion of what he should do. 

"Oh just take the shotgun. He's giving it to you out of respect, 
something that's apparently _very_ hard for a Krogan to give," said 
Cortana into his ear. 

The Master Chief dipped his helmet towards Wrex. "Thank you." 

"Hehe, you've earned it. Now, if you'll excuse me, I believe that our 
good doctor said that he would need me in the medbay. I shouldn't 
keep him waiting," said Wrex, starting for the elevator. "Shepard. 
Birdbrain. Spartan," he said looking at each of them. However, this 
time when Wrex had acknowledged the Chief he used not a tone of 
disdain, but one of cameraderie. 



Garrus looked like he wanted to say something in response to Wrex ' s 
insult, but instead just chose to remain quiet before heading to the 
armor lockers to put away his weapons. 

"_Commander, Colonel Kirrahe is attempting to contact you on the 
QEC. 

"Tell him I'll be there shortly EDI," said Shepard, nodded towards 
the service stairs. "That's our cue." The pair stepped into the 
stairway, heading up to Deck Two. The Chief hoped that they didn't 
encounter anyone else going down, as he wasn't quite sure that they'd 
be able to make it past his armored bulk; it was narrow enough as it 
is . 

The emerged shortly in the CIC quiet bustle of the CIC, Specialist 
Traynor telling Shepard that he had some messages, her eyes never 
leaving the Chief. The Commander said that he would get to them 
later, and Chief shifted his visor so that he was looking down right 
at Traynor, not at all surprised that the Specialist suddenly found 
her data console very interesting. 

They turned right into the safety checkpoint, Shepard waving off the 
two Privates and their standard weapons scan and setting off alarms 
as he strode through the barrier. Avenger and Carnifex still attached 
to his armor. Chief followed close behind, alarms most definitely not 
stopping . 

A short trek through the center of the dark, console-heavy War Room 
and the two were in the QEC in no time. Shepard and Chief stepped 
onto the two transmission plates on the floor, seeing Kirrahe 's 
holographic blue figure already waiting for them. 

"Colonel," greeted Shepard cordially. 

"Commander," the new head of the STG replied. "I've just gotten the 
report of what happened. Is your team alright?" 

"A couple of potential head injuries, hopefully both minor." 

"And the Krogan female?" 

"Unharmed. Resting now." 

Kirrahe shook his head, letting out a sigh of relief. "Good." 

"What about on your side? How many casualties?" asked 
Shepard . 

"Seven dead, including Base Commander Wiks . Twelve wounded, three in 
critical condition." He paused for a moment, grainy eyes looking up 
and down Chief's visage. "I watched your video file. Master Chief 
Petty Officer, while I was waiting. A couple of times in 
fact . " 

Another pause. More examination of the Spartan by the Colonel. "I 
still don't know how you did it. I wanted to believe that the footage 
was doctored, but STG base surveillance captured the same things." 

Yet another pause. Chief noted that the Salarian hadn't blinked in 
quite some time. "No Human has that type of reaction speed. No 



Turian, Asari, or Salarian either. Even Geth mobile combat platforms 
can't move that fast. What exactly are you?" 


Surprisingly, it was Shepard that came to the rapid defense of the 
Master Chief. "He's part of my team. Were it not for his actions, the 
body count would have been much worse. Now, do you have any other 
information on the attack? Who did it? Who ordered it? How? 

Why ? " 

"Well fortunately we already know the who, why, and how. The bomber 
himself was Corporal Jessil, a former field agent who had recently 
been reassigned to Base Guard for some service R&R. Armory clearance 
and technical training gave him means to steal explosives and the 
ability to slice the manifest to make it look like he hadn't, so that 
explains how . " 

"Chief, wasn't this the Salarian you said you had a bad feeling 
about?" asked Shepard, remembering what the Spartan had told him 
while they were descending down into the labs on the elevator. 

"Yes. I recognized him," he responded. 

"A bad feeling?" questioned Kirrahe cautiously. "You'll excuse me if 
I am hesitant to take a soldier's hunch as a concrete piece of 
evidence . " 

"A hunch that turned out to be right, " added Shepard 
pointedly . 

"Colonel, this wasn't your standard combat danger sense," explained 
Chief. "The first time I looked at him, before he had even activated 
his explosive vest, he just felt - _wrong_. It's difficult to 
explain . " 

"Please try," said Kirrahe, interested in Chief's description of the 
man . 

"Yes sir," said Chief, continuing. "There was something off about 
him, but nothing you could tell on the surface though. He gave off a 
certain feeling ofa€ 1 emptiness, now that I really think about 

it . " 

"Emptiness?" asked Kirrahe. 

"Yes sir. Like his actions weren't entirely his own, or that they 
were at least heavily influenced by something else." 

"It's interesting that you would say that, as we figured out that the 
motivation behind the bombings was related to blackmail, " revealed 
Kirrahe . 

"Blackmail?" parroted Shepard inquisitively. 

Kirrahe nodded his head. "Yes. The Corporal was blackmailed with the 
threat of the destruction of his familial reproduction records. Now, 
while I'm certain that this represents a very logical explanation for 
the bomber's actions, based on the instincts of the Master Chief 
Petty Officer I will have our investigators look further into the 
Corporal's records, see if we can't find something else out of the 
ordinary . " 



"I appreciate it Colonel," said Shepard truthfully. He knew that the 
old Kirrahe would never dismiss a soldier's instincts, and was glad 
to see that his elevation to the head of the STG hadn't changed that 
facet of him. "Master Chief, are there any other insights you'd like 
to add into what happened?" 

"None at this time. Commander, " replied the Spartan, having said 
everything he wanted too that wasn't already in his helmet video 
f lie . 

"Then you're dismissed. Good work today." 

The heavily armored being nodded, palming the door open button on on 
the inside of the QEC and stepping out into the War Room before the 
door closed behind him. 

Kirrahe waited a couple of seconds after his departure before 
continuing. "We know who orchestrated this whole thing." 

"You do?" responded Shepard quickly, if a bit incredulously. 

"None other than _former _head of the STG, Colonel Puzel. He was the 
one who acquired our Corporal's family records and blackmailed him 
into his unsuccessful suicide bombing, we have the electronic records 
to prove it . " 

"How did you figure it out so quickly?" 

"Puzel ascended to his position through political maneuvering, not 
merit. He barely possessed the base skills needed to become an STG 
member. As you can expect, his attempts to cover his tracks were 
rudimentary at best," clarified Kirrahe. "Electronic records 
acquisitions teams had 

system logs in minutes following the attack. The problem is, he's 
dropped off the grid and we don't know where he is. I knew I should 
have pressed the Dalatrass harder to hold him for an end-of-service 
debriefaC 1 " 

"Any plans to find him?" 

"Oh yes, several. But the important thing is that his plot failed. 
Soon the Genophage will be cured, and then our job will be to 
redirect all of that Krogan ferocity and stubbornness into fighting 
the Reapers." Kirrahe sighed, head tilted downwards. "And hopefully 
we'll be one step close to potentially winning this war." 

"I believe that we will be," said Shepard sincerely. 

"One more thing," he added. "I recently received a message that 
Primarch Victus wanted to forward to you. Two Turian Erigates and an 
Legionare Expeditionary Carrier are meeting you at Tuchanka." 

"A Legionare Expeditionary Carrier?" asked Shepard. Kirrahe couldn't 
be talking about the famed 26th Armiger Legion, a Turian military 
group as old and storied the Hierarchy itself, could he? 

"Yes, a Legionary Carrier, " clarified Kirrahe, "And yes, from the 
26th. Unfortunately most of them were wiped out during the battle at 



Palaven, but a good number survived. Most are heading to Taetrus to 
reform the unit and rebuild, but this unit has been ordered to 
accompany you. Apparently our Turian friends have decided that this 
mission is important enough to warrant one of their most skilled 
Marine groups . " 

It made sense. The Turians had just as much a vested interest in 
curing the Genophage as the rest of them did, now that they were all 
in this fight together. Securing the support of Wrex and his united 
clans would provide the allied forces with some of the fiercest, 
toughest shock troops in the galaxy. Of course the Turians would send 
what elite units they could spare, although most of them were 
undoubtedly needed for the upcoming blitz to Palaven. "I'll certainly 
be glad for the support," he said truthfully. 

"I figured as much. I have to cut this call short. I'll make sure to 
contact you if any additional Intel comes out of our further 
investigation into the bombing. Good luck on Tuchanka 
Commander . " 

"Thank you Colonel." 

"Of course. Kirrahe out." 

The transmission faded out into static, and Shepard exitec the 
vidcomm room. Next stop, the medbay to check on Kaidan, Liara, and 
the female Krogan. It was a short journey down one deck until Shepard 
was striding through the doors to the medbay, meeting the gazes of 
Doctor Solus, Doctor Chakwas, Doctor Woods, Previa, and Wrex. Lying 
on beds either passed out or asleep were Kaidan, Liara, and the 
female Krogan. 

Shepard paused for a second. It was crowded. Probably the most 
crowded the _Normandy_'s medbay had ever been. He didn't like it. 

Ever since he had woken up in that Cerberus lab two years after he 
asphyxiated to 'death' he had been uneasy around the sterile white 
atmospheres of medical areas, and the fact that two of his team were 
lying wounded within didn't help either. 

"Doctor Chakwas, what's the word with Kaidan and Liara?" he asked 
quickly . 

"Not good," replied Chakwas, pursing her lips before continuing. 
"Kaidan has a major concussion and his L2 implants have been 
completely fried. I'd say a week until he could return to combat, but 
he needs new implants and the accompanying re-training before he'll 
be able to fully express his biotics again. I would suggest with an 
L5 or something better suited for him. It should get rid of his 
migraines . " 

"Liara' s situation is better. Hairline skull fracture that will cause 
some swelling and pain, but nothing more than that. She'll be out of 
action for at least three days, but I want four to make absolutely 
sure that the nano-filaments have repaired the fracture site and that 
symptoms have completely subsided." 

Shepard nodded his head slowly, taking in the information. His 
immediate thought was one of empathy and sadness that his friends had 
gotten hurt. His second concerned the tactical situation now thrust 
upon him and the fact that he would be down not only two team members 



for their upcoming mission on Tuchanka, both the only other biotics 
on the _Normandy_, and one his second-in-command. Lastly, he felt 
angry that three of his squadmates had withstood injuries that put 
them out-of-action in just as many days. He had to try his best to 
make sure that further casualties were avoided, as if they kept up at 
this pace they'd be sending Joker down on ground missions before 
long . 

"All in all, given the kind of blast you all withstood as such close 
range, even with your protection, it could have been much worse, " 
added Chakwas . 

"I know," said Shepard. His eyes travelled up and down the 
unconscious bodies of T ' Son! and Alenko for a few seconds before 
jumping across the room to the one of the Female Krogan. "How is 
she? " 

"Stable," answered Mordin. "Weak, physically drained from previous 
procedures, but stable. Maelon's research invaluable in preventing 
her death . " 

The Salarian was quiet for a second, unusual for Mordin. "Shame I had 
to kill him. Could use him now... aside from questionable ethical 
procedures of course." 

Shepard noticed how Previa and Woods both assumed looks of confusion, 
having not been aware of that whole situation when it had happened 
like the rest of them were. "I'd like to talk to her when she wakes 


"Certainly. Might be a while though. Gave her heavy dose of sedatives 
to ensure peaceful rest. As much strength as possible will be needed 
for upcoming events," said Mordin. "Will let you know when she does. 
Meanwhile, will finish synthesizing cure. Majority of leg-work 
already accomplished back on Sur'Kesh. Now with sample of male 
reproductive DNA, won't take long." 

Shepard smirked at Wrex. "Sample of male reproductive DNA huh? Is 
that why you're grimacing more than usual?" 

"Shut it. You should have seen the needle that he used," responded 
Wrex in his defense, scowl growing deeper. "He may not have tried to 
kill me back on Sur'Kesh, but what that bastard did was almost 
worse . " 

"Nonsense, " Mordin reasoned. "Larger needle was necessary to puncture 
tougher skin of Krogan scr - " 

A glare that would have melted the average man into a cowering puddle 
instead just stopped Mordin short of completing his sentence. Wrex 
stepped heavily past them all and out of the medbay, barely audible 
whispered curses hissing from between his reptilian lips. 

Shepard watched him go, turning back to the medical personnel 
gathered in the medbay and saying, "Keep me updated if anything 
changes. Carry on." 

The Commander turned and left, followed by Previa and Doctor Chakwas, 
citing needs for sleep and a few moments rest respectively. Left 
alone with Doctor Solus and three unconscious patients. Doctor Woods 



took this opportunity to ask the Salarian if they could resume their 
conversation . 

"So, I believe that we were just getting into the finer details of 
the Genophage before Shepard came in?" she said, leaning her skinny 
hip on one of the metal medbay counters. 

"Yes," said Mordin. He was currently looking through a high-powered 
microscope, occasionally jotting down some near illegible notes on a 
datapad next to him. "Many have common misconcept ion about Genophage. 
Think it renders female Krogans infertile. Not the case. Instead, 
simply reduces the probability of viable pregnancies." 

Doctor Woods nodded her head. From what she was able to gather 
herself she already knew that. "Not a sterility plague." 

"No. Not designed as one initially. Unfortunately, combination of low 
frequency viable pregnancies, krogan proclivity to violence, 
indifference about focused breeding, all have resulted in steady 
Krogan population decline." 

"Then it seems like the Genophage was successful beyond its intended 
effect . " 

"Some would say, yes. Most would say in fact. There's a reason why 
Genophage is constantly observed and modified to prevent increasing 
population growth that results from Krogan adaptability. Turian, 
Salarian, Asari leaders have agreed for centuries not to change what 
they deemed wasn't broken, to borrow a human expression." 

"What about the Alliance? Did they have different opinions when they 
came onto the galactic stage?" asked Woods curiously. She was still 
getting used to the Salarian 's unique speech patterns, which she 
found quite novel. 

Mordin looked up from his microscope and fixed his eyes on a point on 
the wall a little above eye level, thinking. "Human's introduction to 
the galaxy was a very interesting time period. They voiced many 
different opinions on many different issues, quite strongly I might 
add. Characterist ic of the Human race, voicing their opinions whether 
others want them or not. Healthcare, Education, Economics, Military 
focus, the like. But when they found out about the 
GenophageaG 1 " 

"Let me guess," started Woods. "Anger, sadness, outrage? Disbelief 
that another race could be treated in such a manner?" 

Mordin nodded his head, going back to his observations through his 
microscopes. "Yes. They pined the Council heavily for Genophage cure. 
Compared it to various examples of genocide that their own species 
has gone through. They were naive, they didn't understand more 
complex facets of issue beyond base emotional reactions. Humans 
hadn't even gone through industrial revolution when Krogan were 
rampaging through the galaxy at the height of the Krogan Rebellions. 
Drastic circumstances required drastic actions. My previous work was 
necessary . " 

"You don't have to defend yourself to me Doctor Solus," said Woods. 
"The UNSC is far too familiar with drastic circumstances requiring 
drastic actions." 



"Yes, I hypothesized that a thirty year war against an overwhelming, 
overzealous, technologically superior enemy would result in a 
hardened, more practical attitude." 

"Thirty years," repeated Woods. "Billions dead. There werea€ 1 
instances where we had to take the moral lowground. Yet, when it 
comes to survival, we did what had to be done." She thought of the 
work she had done with ONI in creating a poisonous strain of a core 
Sangheili grain meant to starve them into submission, and how it 
similarly compared with the idea of the Genophage . "The Genophage was 
the correct solution at the time, but now circumstances have 
changed . " 

"Not just circumstances . I've changed as well. Been shown different 
perspectives by many. Shepard, Wrex, Eve. Coincidence that the 
Reapers arrived when they did, helped convince everyone to help the 
Krogan . " 

"Eve?" 


"Right. Eorgot to mention. 'Eve' is what we named her," the Salarian 
said, stretching a long finger out in the female Krogan ' s direction. 
"Didn't name herself, so we did. Name a metaphor for the Krogan ' s 
last hope as a race. If she were to die, if cure fails, then darkness 
will descend upon them. Darkness a metaphor of course, total 
extinction would be reality." 

"That'sa€l depressing," stated Woods, frowning. 

"Adds weight to the work," reasoned Mordin. "Too much on the line. 
Eailure unacceptable . " 

Woods nodded. "So, what if the Reaper's wouldn't have shown up? Would 
you still have been working on the cure?" 

"Was working on cure long before Reapers arrived. Perspective changed 
many months ago. Was difficult, uphill work, but yes, still would 
have done it. Was already in contact with Krogans . Would probably 
have had to do it in secret. Likely would have been disavowed by 
government, hunted down, killed even." 

"But instead, you get entire research bases full of personnel 
following your every word." 

"Yes. Greatly sped up process. If there's one thing I can thank 
Reapers for, it's that." 

"Indeed. So, it should just be a manner of distributing the cure once 
it's completed then? How do you plan on doing that?" 

"Not sure. Injections? No, too slow, too inefficient. Water supply? 
No, too much potential for cross contamination, unknown side effects. 
Much faster than injections, but still too slow. Reapers won't wait, 
need cure widely distributed quickly to fully obtain Krogan 
support . " 

"What about airborne vectors?" asked Woods. 


Mordin paused, putting a finger to his chin. 


"Hmm. Has potential. 



Fast dispersion, wide area of effect. But, lack necessary equipment. 
No dispersal pods or dedicated dispersal craft, and no way to get 
them in time. Alternate solution needed, alternate - " 

Hordin' s eyes widened, a smile creeping up on his lips. "Of course! 
The Shroud!" 

"The Shroud?" 

He grabbed his datapad and after some furious tapping presented it to 
Doctor Woods. On it was a picture of a tall, pyramidal tower with a 
large base and a skinny, tapering top. "Originally built to stabilize 
Tuchanka atmosphere due to the Krogan-induced nuclear winter. 
Dispenses particles into atmosphere that will eventually spread to 
impact entire planet. Orders of magnitude faster than alternative 
vectors. One problem however." 

"And what's that?" 

"Shroud built in middle of ancient Krogan arena dedicated to Kalros, 
mother of all Thresher Maws. Location chosen to dissuade sabotage 
attempts, will have to travel there anyways. Have no doubts that 
Shepard and Wrex will come up with ideas to prevent violent death via 
Kalros. Commander's mission success rate near one-hundred percent, 
have no doubt he will prove to be a reliable delivery vehicle for 
cure . " 

"From what I've heard about Shepard, there shouldn't be any problem 
no matter what comes up, " said Woods, drawing back to her previous 
talks with the various crewmembers of the _Normandy_. "Didn't you 
used to work with him?" 

Hordin' s expression turned quizzical, though he answered the 
question. "Yes. Surprised you know that however. Shepard's guest 
against Collectors common knowledge now. The knowledge about most of 
his crew during that time, less so." 

The Salarian's eyes changed, going from simply looking at Woods to a 
more observational, analytical mode. The Doctor outstretched a 
three-fingered hand to his datapad, tapped a few keys, looked at it 
for a couple of seconds, nodded a couple of times, and set it back 
down . 

"What else have you heard? About Shepard. And from whom?" asked 
Mordin. "Simply curious." 

"Well, so far I've spoken to Dr. T'soni, Garrus Vakarian, Major 
Alenko, and Lieutenant Williams." 

"If that's the case, can already guess what was said. Incredible 
leader, loyal friend, excellent combat tactician, similar praise, " 
said Mordin. "Correct?" 

"Why yes, many things along those lines," admitted Woods. 

"Not surprising. Couldn't pick a group of people who adore Shepard 
more. All four have been with Shepard for years. He's saved their 
lives countless times. The galaxy twice already, once with Sovereign, 
once with the Collectors," said Mordin. 



"I've read about those two instances," said Woods, absentmindedly 
taking a lock of her long brown hair and twirling it around her 
fingers. "Well, would you mind telling me your opinion of the 
Commander then?" 

"Certainly." The Salarian paused for a second, gathering his thoughts 
and opinions on the Commander of the _Normandy_. "Most of what you've 
been told true. Leads by example. First in, last out. Would never ask 
you to do what he wouldn't do himself. Very caring of friends and 
crew. Would always listen to what you had to say. Ask for your input. 
Take suggestions seriously. Outstanding combatant also true. Mastery 
of wide array of biotic abilities, excellent situational awareness, 
remarkable weapon handling skills." 

Mordin started pacing back and forth, bobbing his pointed finger at 
nothing really in particular. "Most don't vocalize Shepard's 
weaknesses. Considered the perfect soldier, a galactic hero in the 
eyes of not only the Alliance, but in the eyes of many of the other 
races as well. But everyone has flaws." 

"Very true," conceded Woods. "Care to elaborate on Shepard's 
weaknesses ? " 

"Many of Shepard's character flaws coincide with his better traits. 
For example, explained care for crewmates. While noble, I believe 
that Shepard sometimes cares _too_ much. Leader must be willing to 
use assets as intended in order to achieve objective. Sacrifice said 
assets if necessary." 

"I'm sure Shepard knows that. It's different when those assets are 
your close friends, or your lover even, " said Woods, thinking of the 
relationship between the Commander and Dr. T'soni. 

"Precisely," replied Mordin, nodding his head quickly. "Because of 
what you just said, Shepard is sometimes too timid, too careful. 
Doesn't want to commit squadmates to more dangerous tasks if he can't 
help it. Instead takes it upon himself, rather than delegating to 
squadmate who would be more effective. Given a tough tactical 
situation, majority of time Shepard will commit to defensive tactics 
rather than aggressive ones. Missions sometimes suffer as result. 
Stalls in squad momentum, valuable time lost, enemy able to reinforce 
or counterattack, ect . " 

"Some of what you just described would still be considered ideal 
qualities to have in a leader," reasoned Woods. 

"In past conflicts perhaps. Now? Not sure. Reapers unlike any 
conventional force galaxy has ever fought. Our enemy's forces will 
never pause, never hesitate, never stop until last singular unit is 
completely destroyed. Hesitation, careful consideration of tactical 
situations, or other overly defensive tactics utilized by _our_ side 
likely to result in death." 

"Shepard has had experience fighting Reapers before though. Surely he 

is aware of the kind of combat response the Reapers require, 

no?" 


"Different times. Reaper's fully mobilized now. Can expect different 
troop types that aren't familiar, updated and adaptive tactics, all 
things which could take him by surprise." 



"But is it reasonable to expect anyone, let alone Shepard, to fully 
commit to one-hundred percent full-tilt aggressiveness all of the 
time? " 

"Of course it isn't reasonable. But it's what this war, what this 
enemy will require if we are to emerge victorious. At least, that's 
my opinion. Second criticism revolves around his style of leadership. 
From my observations, tends to micromanage. Directs squadmates to 
perform very particular actions in very specific ways. What he 
chooses for them to do are nearly always sound tactical decisions, 
but they are _his _decisions. Rarely did we get the chance to express 
our own combat instincts or use our own initiative to solve a problem 
that came up." 

Woods pursed her lips. "I've had a few superiors like that. 

Constantly had to hover over everything I was doing, offering their 
_suggest ions_ on how I should really be doing things, most of which 
were absurd in different ways." 

"Shepard has never been _that _bad. Like I said, Shepard's orders 
usually correct and effective. Yet, take a look at most of his team. 
Alenko and Williams: years of service in the Alliance military, both 
commissioned officers due to their extraordinary combat and 
leadership skills. Vakarian, years as a C-Sec officer, successful 
stint as self-proclaimed vigilante, hand-selected by Turian Hierarchy 
to lead anti-Reaper task force." 

Doctor Solus was counting off on his fingers as he talked. "Me, three 
decades of military and intelligence service in the Special Tasks 
Group. Urdnot Wrex, literal _centuries_ of combat experience, now 
leader of _all _Krogan clans in the entire galaxy." 

"I can see where you're going with this." 

"Hard not too. Almost everyone who's worked with Shepard extremely 
qualified, capable in their own way. Yet, he still insists on 
micromanaging missions when applicable. Likely ties back into concept 
that he doesn't want squadmates to get hurt." 

Mordin looked at Woods, large, dark eyes darting between Woods' own 
two soft browns. After a couple of seconds of silent observation, he 
smirked at her. "Would you like me to continue? Further expand on my 
opinions of Shepard? Perhaps any other _Normandy _crewmember? Maybe I 
should go back to working on Genophage . Is there a particular aspect 
of plague you want me to reiterate?" 

The Salarian kept staring at her, lips still set in that smirk. He 
took a couple of steps closer to Woods. "Only subjects that your 
intelligence agency deems appropriate, of course." 

Woods' heart leapt into her upper chest. "I'm not sure I followa€l" 
she said quickly, as composed as she could manage. 

Mordin finally blinked, turning away from the UNSC xenobiologist 
turned ambassador and sauntering in a circle around the Medbay. He 
pointed to his datapad again, saying, "I've disabled audio and video 
recording devices in the room. Even accounting for EDI and your 
advanced UNSC AIa€l Cortana was her name? Am confident that it will 
take some time to restore systems capabilities. Still have a few 



tricks up my sleeve. Electronic Warfare was my chosen field agent 
sub-speciality. " 

He stopped, body half turned towards Woods, looking beyond her 
towards the closed door. Woods followed his gaze, noting how the door 
symbol was now a thick red, instead of the welcoming green it had 
been previously. 

"Doors locked as well, " he said, striding over to his datapad. He 
picked it up and tossed it at her. Woods catching it with both hands. 
"Also took liberty of deleting datamining software you installed 
while I was attending to Eve. Should note for future reference, 
Salarians have wider-than-average peripheral vision." 

Woods remained silent, setting the datapad down on a nearby desk 
softly . 

"That wasn't the only thing that gave you away," revealed Mordin. 
"Your civilian demeanor may fool many, but not me." 

"Civilian demeanor, what are you talking about?" asked Woods a little 
too defensively than she would have liked. 

"Why, I mean your cover of course. UNSC xenobiologist . Appointed 
ambassador. Overwhelmed civilian thrust into great responsibility in 
a reality she could never have anticipated," said Mordin. He pointed 
a finger at her, saying, "Yet, you're not overwhelmed. Not truly. Can 
see through your act . " 

"I'm sorry, act? You've only known me for less than an 
hour . " 

"Reading people comes natural to me. Large part of why I was 
successful in STG. Can not only see, but also interpret hidden 
meaning behind various micro-expressions, demeanors, general body 
language, ect, that others can not. Eor you, it was your eyes." 

When Woods again didn't respond, Mordin continued. "Too alert. Too 
analytical. Too ... underwhelmed . Almost mechanical in their 
observations. Not enough wonder, not enough uncertainty to plausibly 
belong to a 'civilian' in this situation like you say you are. Perked 
curiosity. Instigated further investigation." 

This time Woods opened her mouth to speak, but the Salarian held up a 
hand and continued. "Already know your defense. Not unfamiliar with 
aliens, brutal thirty year war has dispensed of your 'sense of 
wonder.' Don't believe it. All _true _scientists have that wonder, 
the capability to be amazed and surprised by new discoveries. Have 
seen none of that in you. Perhaps you once were xenobiologist, but 
now you're on an intelligence payroll." 

Mordin resumed his back-and-f orth pacing. "Understood desire to learn 
more about Shepard and company. Basic information gathering. But 
attempted theft of Genophage work? Much more worrisome. Immediate 
hypothesis is that your intelligence office would attempt to modify 
Genophage to affect races that nearly caused your Humanity's 
extinction in your last war. Couldn't let that happen. Genophage must 
be destroyed, in all iterations. Hope you understand. Besides, seems 
like you won war anyways." 



If Woods' disbelief could be compared to a physical force, it would 
have felt like she was hit with a freight train. In less than an 
hour, with almost nothing but visual cues and the conversation they 
had been having Doctor Solus had managed to pick apart her cover and 
directly predict her current objective. 

Yes, Wood's _was_ a real xenobiologist with a very real degree, but 
that wasn't all she was. She was also a highly trained ONI field 
agent who was currently using her 'civilian' credentials as a cover 
for in-depth spywork aboard the _Normandy_. And also yes, her current 
mission handed down by Lieutenant Colonel Dare herself was to 
replicate and adapt Genophage to work on the Sangheili, seeing as how 
she was in the best position to do so. Not anymore though. 

Then of course there was the fact that he detected and deleted one of 
ONI ' s most advanced iterations of surveillance software ever created 
with what had to be rudimentary knowledge of how it actually worked, 
and _also _had completely cut off the room from the outside 
observation of anyone organic or synthetic. 

"If you truly suspect that I am indeed some sort of intelligence 
agent, why are you telling me this? Why tell me everything that you 
told me earlier?" asked Woods. 

"Never vocalized anything classified or otherwise secret. What I said 
about Shepard was simply my opinion, and information about Genophage 
never amounted to anything more than what a capable scientist 
couldn't deduce." 

Mordin retrieved his datapad and with a few taps unlocked the door. 
"The why is simple. Find 'United Nations Space Command' interesting. 
New technology, new capabilities, new perspect ivesa€ 1 yet still Human 
at their core. Very curious. Find _you_ interesting as well. So 
different than the others that came with you. Two pilots aren't 
anything extraordinary. Your 'Master Chief' I admit is peculiar, but 
clear to see he is a through-and-through soldier. But you. Doctor 
Woods, you're quite the specimen. Must trust me when I say that while 
you perform your observations and experiments on us, I will be doing 
to same to you." 

The Medbay door hissed open and in stepped a Doctor Chakwas, holding 
a steaming cup of coffee in her hand and twirling a datapad stylus in 
the other. Mordin stepped in close to Woods, craning his head upwards 
towards her ear. "Fear not, your secret is safe with me. Us 
intelligence types have to stick together." 

Woods turned and quickly strode out of the Medbay, Mordin nodding in 
satisfaction. Chawkas gave him a quizzical look, but soon started 
relaxing in her chair and sipping on her coffee as she organized some 
files . 

Meanwhile, Mordin went back to his microscope, loaded in a new slide 
of specimen, and started humming a familiar tune under his breath. "I 
am the very model of a scientist Salarian, I've studied species 
Turian, Asari and Batariana€ 1 " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong> (Start Halo 5 Spoilers ) <strong> 



The Master Chief awoke with a start. He sat up quickly, the part of 
the rough blanket covering his chest falling down into his lap. He 
was hot, wiping away beads of sweat on his forehead with the back of 
his hand. 

"Bad dream?" 

His eyes darted to the source of the sound, finding a small hologram 
of Cortana lying on her side on top of a nearby crate, head propped 
up by a hand on an elbow. He was still getting used to it, Cortana 
being able to materialize almost everywhere, courtesy of the Alliance 
engineers that had for whatever reason deemed it appropriate to cover 
almost all of the ship with holo-emitters during the Normandy 
retrofits . 

Chief grunted. "You could say that." 

Cortana shifted to sitting cross-legged, cocking her head at the 
Spartan. "Care to explain?" 

John took a couple of seconds to sort through his thoughts, his 
near-perfect recall having no trouble remembering his dream. 

"Remember when the Librarian 're-wrote' us? My genetic code, and your 
actual code?" 

The AI nodded her head, her wisps of blue hair moving in conjunction. 
"Yes. She cured me of my rampancy, and made you immune to the 
Composer. The _experts_ back home still can't make heads or tails of 

it . " 

"Well, in the dream, your rampancy wasn't cured. When we confronted 
the Didact for the final time, you sacrificed yourself to save 


"Sounds like something I would do, " she said, giving him a sort of 
half-smile . 

Chief shook his head. "But you didn't 'die'. You were absorbed into 
the Domain." 

"The Domain? That sounds interesting. Where does it get bad? Do I 
become a megalomaniac and start taking control of unknown Forerunner 
superweapons, threatening the entire galaxy?" 

He raised his eyebrows at her. "Actually, yes. The Domain seemed 
toa€ 1 change you. You somehow decided that 'The Created', Artificial 
Intelligences, were truly destined to inherit the Mantle. You staged 
an AI rebellion across the entirety of UNSC space, in addition to 
activating the Guardians." 

"Ooooh, how interesting." Cortana rolled her eyes. "Rebellious even, 
but soooo cliche. What are Guardians anyway? Forerunner artifacts I'm 
guessing? " 

John nodded. "There were automated construct s ... or ships used by the 
Forerunners to police the star systems of the lesser races during 
their time. They had been stored far under the surface of many outer 
colony planets, and their activation resulted in seismic events that 
levelled cities and killed hundreds of thousands. Possibly millions. 
Your were going to use them to subjugate every race while the 



now-ageless collective of AI forced 'peace' upon the galaxy. You 
tried to convert me to your side, but it didn't work, so you then 
tried to trap me in a Cryptum for several thousand 
millennia . " 

Cortana was quiet for a second, then laughed out loud. "Now that's 
just ridiculous. I was created to serve Humanity. Everything I do is 
in their benefit, it's written into my baseline code. You and I are 
very similar in that way really, it's probably why we get along so 
well," she chided. "The notion that I would not only deem that AI ' s 
are supposed to be the true rulers of the galaxy, but that I would 
also go directly against my programming and blatantly _kill_ the very 
charge I would have been trying to 'protect' by summoning the 
Guardians is absurd." 

"It was just a dream," he said, raising his hands defensively. He 
threw the blanket off, swinging his legs over the edge of the bed and 
stepping onto the deck, his feet meeting cold metal. "There was also 
some kind of hunt." 

"A hunt? Can you tell me anything else?" 

Chief shook his head no. "Must not have been very important then," 
deduced Cortana. 

** (End Halo 5 Spoilers) ** 

"What's the time?" 

"1300 hours," said Cortana, displaying the time in big block numbers 
right in front of Chief's face at the same time. "Three hours until 
Shepard's briefing." 

Chief nodded. "I'm going to take a shower." 

He was back in ten minutes, fully clean and shaven. He was dressed in 
the undersuit for his Mjolnir in another two minutes, then took one 
more to wolf down some protein meal replacement ration bars and 
water. Deciding that he didn't want to sit and do weapons and armor 
maintenance for the second time in the past 12 hours, he decided to 
travel to the _Normandy_'s armory and do what? Take weapons inventory 
instead of course. 

After almost an hour and a half of uninterrupted work taking 
inventory of the numerous Assault Rifles, Battle Rifles, Designated 
Marksman's Rifles, Shotguns, Squad Automatic Weapons, Sniper Rifles, 
Rocket Launchers, Railguns, Magnums, Submachine Guns, Spartan Lasers, 
Grenades, and of course the ammunition for all listed above, the 
elevator door slid open and Lieutenant Vega stepped out. 

"Hey Chief, " he said in greeting, looking at the organized chaos that 
was splayed out in front of him. "Inventory eh?" 

The Spartan nodded in response, setting a Railgun back into its 
designated locker position. 

"Want some help? Used to be an armory tech myself, so I know the 
drill more or less, " he offered. 

"I actually just finished," said Chief. "But I wouldn't mind some 



assistance putting everything away." 

Vega nodded his head, walking over to the Chief and the piles of UNSC 
weapons. "Just tell me where things go." 

The pair worked quickly and efficiently and had nearly completed 
securing every weapon until Vega hefted a SAW for the first time. 
"Wow," he said. "Now what is this?" 

"M739 Light Machine Gun," replied Chief. "Chambered for 7.62x51mm 
FM J-AP . 920 RPM, muzzle velocity of around 2600 feet per second. 9.6 
kilograms. 64-round standard magazine size, but two drums can be 
hot-fixed together if the operator wanted." 

Vega whistled, palming the weapon in his hands, eyes going over every 
detail and facet of the object. He quickly deduced where the safety, 
sight aperture, and bolt were located, racking the slide a couple of 
times and peering inside the interior firing mechanisms. "See, you 
can't find guns like these anymore." 

"Really?" asked Chief, surprised. Most Marine squads had a squad 
automatic weapon in their ranks. Its firepower and high rate of fire 
was key in suppressing Covenant targets. He couldn't picture a 
military that didn't use at least some form of it." 

"Nope, " said Vega, shaking his head. He hefted the weapon to his 
shoulder, cheek resting on the stock. "The Alliance used Squad 
Automatic Weapons before being introduced to the rest of the galaxy, 
but they soon phased them out of service. Apparently, the rest of the 
Council races had decided that the five-weapon system was the 
galactic standard, so we followed their example. Sniper Rifles, 
Assault Rifles, Shotguns, Pistols, and Submachine Guns. Suppression 
and barrage fire was delegated to massed Assault Rifle fire." 

The Chief found that interesting. In terms of the UNSC, the 
progression had actually gone the opposite way. Branching off of the 
main MA5B fully automatic Assault Rifle and its variants, the UNSC 
had started heavily favoring more accurate and more powerful single 
or burst fire weapons like the BR55 Battle Rifle or the M329 
Designated Marksman Rifle. In fact. Chief recalled that the new BR85N 
Battle Rifle was supposed to become the UNSC Marine Corps' standard 
rifle at the end of this year. With this shift in tactics fully 
automatic barrage and suppression fire fell to a new weapon designed 
specifically for the task, the M739 LMG. 

"Hey Chief, " started Vega, looking at him. "Mind if I take one of 
these along for a spin next mission?" 

The Spartan cocked his head. He didn't really see why not. In his 
eyes it was a good idea for anyone who wanted to to cross-train on 
UNSC weapon systems, and vice versa. It was why the first time they 
happened upon a decent range he was going to put in a request to 
practice with some of the weapons from the _Normandy_'s 
armory . 

"Only if you take is as an addition to the kit you would carry 
normally," said Chief. 

Vega grinned. "Deal. Ten extra kilos plus a few drum magazines is 
nothin ' . " 



The Master Chief put away their last item, a Submachine gun, back in 
its designated locker hardpoint. He checked the time on the datapad 
he was using to take inventory and saw that it was nearly time for 
Shepard's briefing. "We should head up to the War Room." 

The Alliance Lieutenant nodded in response, setting the SAW he had 
picked out and four 64-round drum magazines on his workbench. "Lead 
the way . " 

It didn't take long before they reached the briefing destination, and 
soon everyone necessary had filed in and was ready to start. Chief 
took a mental count of everyone present, not including himself of 
course. Gathered around the room was Commander Shepard, Urdnot Wrex, 
Doctor Solus, Garrus Vakarian, the Armiger Combat Medic Previa, 
Lieutenant Vega, and the three pilots Lieutenant Cortez, Flight 
Sergeant Dolton, and Senior Airman Cehack. 

As soon as Shepard confirmed that everybody was present he started, 
pulling up a holographic image of the planet Tuchanka. "We'll be 
arriving at Tuchanka in just over an hour. Our objective is fairly 
straightforward: distribute the Genophage cure to the Krogan. Not 
only has our resident Salarian Doctor successfully synthesized the 
cure, but he has also come up with the idea on how exactly to 
distribute said cure. Mordin?" 

The Salarian stepped forwards, manipulating the hologram until it 
zoomed in on a portion of Tuchanka ' s surface whose central feature 
was a large pyramidal structure that had a much wider base than 
tip . 

"This is the Shroud, " he said. "Originally built to stabilize 
Tuchanka atmosphere due to the Krogan-induced nuclear winter. 
Dispenses particles into atmosphere that spread to impact entire 
planet. Can repurpose to distribute Genophage cure through 
atmosphere . " 

Mordin zoomed the hologram out a tad, a large circle highlighting the 
desert wastelands and ancient ruins surrounding the Shroud. "Circle 
represents estimated activity radius of Kalros, Mother of all 
Thresher Maws." 

"Hold on, " started Vega, holding up a hand. "Did you say. Mother of 
all Thresher Maws? You just mean a really big thresher maw, 
right ? " 

"No. Literal mother of all thresher maws," clarified Mordin. "Also 
very large, very aggressive, and very territorial." 

"They built the Shroud in Kalros' living grounds in order to deter 
attempts at sabotage, " said Wrex, who was leaning against a console 
with his arms crossed. "For the most part it's worked." 

"What this means is that a ground approach, if for some reason we 
wanted to take one, would be out of the question. Too much risk," 
said Shepard. "Instead, we'll be taking our shuttlecraft to the 
Shroud . " 


"First we stop at The Hollows. I've already sent out an order for all 
Clan heads to meet there once we arrive in-system. I need to let them 



know our plans, lest some eager Krogan get too jumpy on their 
anti-aircraft guns as we pass through their airspace on the way to 
the Shroud." 

Shepard nodded. "Shouldn't be a problem. Wouldn't want any mix-ups 
that could jeopardize the mission." 

"Commander, what's the expected enemy strength?" asked Chief, ever 
one to ask such important questions. 

Shepard shared a glance with Wrex before looking back at the Chief. 
"Hopefully nothing more than a few angry Varren packs. If we're truly 
unlucky, we'll have to deal with Kalros. As far as Reaper 
intervention, Wrex says that there's been no sightings so far, but 
we're going to stay ready. Tuchanka isn't _that_ far from Turian 
space. So, I expect everyone dressed in full combat gear." 

The Commander shifted on the balls of his feet. "If the Reapers _do_ 
decide to make an appearance we're lucky to have the support of a 
Turian Legionare Expeditionary Carrier and it's two escort 
frigates . " 

"Legionaries?" asked Garrus . "You mean the 26th Armigers?" 

Shepard nodded in response. "A squadron of fighters and two companies 
of light mechanized infantry. Survivors from Palaven." 

"If the Reapers do decide to show up they'll be in for a rough 
surprise," commented Garrus. "The 26th Armigers are a hard bunch of 
guys . " 

"Yes, if all goes according to plan we'll be in an out in no time and 
the Genophage will be cured, " said Shepard, knowing full well that 
things rarely went exactly according to plan. "Get armed and armored 
up. We'll be heading groundside as soon as we arrive. Dismissed." 
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**March 7th, 2186** 


"Say again Joker?" 

"_Repeat : Two Reaper Destroyers in our AO. One parked on the ground 
near the Shroud, one in a geosync orbit above. They beat us here 
Commander . "_ 

"Dammit, " Shepard cursed under his breath, "This is exactly what we 
were afraid of." 

From his position at the head of the CIO Shepard pulled up the 
holographic sensor images of Tuchanka and confirmed for himself what 
his pilot had relayed to him. The news wasn't good. Two Destroyers? 
Even with their Turian reinforcements they were way outgunned. 
"Traynor, have the Turians arrived in-system yet?" 

"No Commander, " she replied, shaking her head. 

Shepard made his way to the elevator, saying, "Have them contact me 
immediately when they get here." 

It seemed even after the pasting the Reapers had taken at Taetrus 
they were pressing on without pause. Shepard had been hoping for a 
window of opportunity with which to exploit, build some momentum to 
get the allies up to speed, but it seemed the Reapers would not be so 
easily deterred. 

It was only a short while until he was striding out of the elevator 
into the Armory/Shutt le Bay, met by the eyes of the rest of his 
combat team waiting. Save for the female Krogan Eve, everyone was 
armed, armored, and ready to jump into action on Shepard's orders. 
Their birds were just starting to spin up, the high-pitched whine of 
the Pelican Gunship engines contrasting sharply with the low, 
oscillating hums of the Kodiak's mass effect fields. 

"Mount up," said Shepard, walking quickly towards Cortez's shuttle. 
"Previa, James in the gunship, the rest with me." 

"What's the word Shepard?" asked Wrex, heavy footfalls loud enough to 
be overheard over the cacophony of their transports getting ready to 
launch . 

Shepard put on his helmet and keyed into their team frequency. "Two 
Reaper Destroyers beat us here. One is guarding the Shroud from the 
ground and the other is doing the same but from a geosynchronous 
orbit above. Slipping past that one in a shuttle should be fairly 
easy, even without stealth." 

Wrex grunted, piling into the shuttle along with Garrus, Mordin, Eve, 
Chief, and Shepard. "I knew it wouldn't be easy. Shepard, I need to 
get to the Hollows. The Clans need my leadership or I'm afraid 
they'll charge those Reapers without a plan and get themselves all 
killed. " 

"That's where we're going," confirmed the Commander. "We still need 
to get Eve and the cure under Krogan protection." 

The shuttle bay depressurized and the landing ramp opened, exposing 



the two aircraft to the hard vacuum of space. Their pilots expertly 
maneuvered their craft to face this new opening and soon they were 
hurtling towards the surface of the Krogan homeworld. 

"_Commander, the Turian force has just arrived. The Captain is 
requesting to open a comm channel with you, notified EDI through 
his earpiece. 

"Put him through." 

The comm crackled before Shepard saw a new line open in his HUD. 

"This is Shepard." 

"_Commander Shepard, Captain Praetus, 26th Armiger Legion. Fill us in 
on the situation. We can already see the two Reaper 
Destroyers . "_ 

Shepard appreciated how quick and to the point Remidus was; this 
certainly wasn't the time for the more standard military 
pleasantries. "Our plan for distributing the cure revolves around the 
Shroud. Unfortunately the Reapers seemed to have guessed that, so 
that's where they're guarding. We're going to have to find a way to 
destroy them or otherwise circumvent them in order to distribute the 
cure . " 

"_A frontal assault is out of the question, it'd be suicide. Even _if 
_my warships managed to take down the Destroyer in orbit, there still 
lies the problem of the one on the ground. It's barriers might be 
down because it's in atmosphere, but orbital bombardment has too 
large a chance of taking down the Shroud. We'd have to make a ground 
assault, but we don't have anything heavy enough to punch through 
that armor. Do you?"_ 

"Negative. We'll have to find another way..." Shepard wished he had 
even one UNSC ship insystem. He recalled back to their escape at 
Earth how they had performed a precise orbital strike on a Reaper 
about to attack them, and wished he could have such accuracy here. 
Their ships just couldn't cut through enough layers of Reaper ECM to 
do such a precision strike without risking damage to the Shroud. "I 
recommend we convene at The Hollows, it's where we're headed and 
where Urdnot Wrex is going to address the clans. We can come up with 
a plan of attack there." 

"—Agreed. Since my Carrier is capable of atmospheric flight it'll 
also greatly speed up my troop deployment times. They'll be able to 
walk off the ramps instead of having to take shutt lecraft . 

"What's your troop strength Captain?" 

"_Two understrength rifle companies, one company of armored infantry, 
and some support elements. Four hundred soldiers, a few LRVs, a 
number of IFVs, APCs, and a couple of mobile heavy mortar sections. 
We're also carrying two strike craft squadrons, one of interceptors, 
the other of fighter-bombers, and picked up four Talon gunships from 
an air regiment back on Palaven."_ 

Shepard almost whistled. "That's a lot of firepower. And you're sure 
that none of that would be able to crack that Reaper's 
armor? " 



"_Yes. Nothing short of a mass accelerator round would do more than 
dent that armor. I've witnessed it first hand at Palaven."_ 

"We'll figure something out," said Shepard. "I'm sending your our 
approach telemetry now. I'll also have the _Normandy_ send you her 
allied transmitter codes so you know where she is." 

"_Roger Commander, we'll see you dirtside. Remidus out . 

The link popped closed and Shepard's focus returned to the inside of 
the Kodiak. Everyone except Eve, who had her small, dark eyes closed 
shut in rest, was looking at him, knowing that the long period of 
silence towards them meant that he was talking with someone 
else . 

"Were those the Armigers?" asked Garrus, to which Shepard 
nodded . 

"They're meeting us at the Hollows. Their troops and vehicles will 
unload while the commanding officers meet with us to formulate a plan 
of action . " 

"What's their troop strength and composition? asked Chief. 

"Two understrength rifle companies and an armored infantry company. 
Eoot soldiers, LRV's APCs, lEVs, some light artillery, and some air 
support in the form of a few gunships and their strike craft. Wrex, 
what can you offer?" 

Wrex bobbed his head as he answered. "Hehe. Several dozen companies 
of Tuchanka ' s finest." 

"Numbers Wrex, " clarified Shepard. 

"Close to a thousand I'd say, plus however many Tomkahs we can 
scrounge up that can actually run." 

Shepard nodded. "We'll figure something out." 

"_Commander, we'll be reaching the LZ within a minute, notified 
Cortez . 

"Roger, " replied Shepard. 

The minute passed by quickly and in silence before Viper-Heavy came 
over the comms . "_Commander, we're seeing signs of combat at the 
LZ ! 


They all perked up at that. "You're cleared hot to engage, but be 
absolutely sure of your targets. Cortez, prepare for a quick drop-of. 
Mordin, stay with Eve in the dropship until we've secured the area. 
Everyone else, get ready." 

The sounds of weapons being drawn, safeties clicking off, and 
undersuits, armor plates, and combat mesh rusting together joined the 
steady hums of the Kodiak's mass effect drive. Shepard palmed the 
grip of his Avenger, aiming reticule flashing to life on his heads-up 
display. His skin tingled as he flexed a specific set of muscles and 
a purple-hued biotic barrier enveloped over top of his armor. 



"_Five seconds ! "_ alerted Cortez. "_Door opening !"_ 

A mechanical whir signaled the action and the sounds of gunfire, 
shouting, unnatural roars, and even laughter filtered in through 
Shepard's helmet audio receptors. Wrex was closest to the door, M-27 
Scimitar Assault Shotgun from the armory clutched in his hands and 
looking like he was going to jump out at any second. The Master Chief 
was right besides him, long, silver rifle braced against his shoulder 
as he started sending rounds downrange . Shepard didn't mind being not 
being the first one out in this case, it made sense to have the most 
heavily armored and well protected squadmates disembark first in case 
of heavy directed enemy fire. 

Cortez hovered the shuttle five meters off the deck and Wrex and the 
Chief jumped down to the ground followed by Shepard and Garrus . 
Shepard's knees bent to absorb the impact as he took in the situation 
around him in a flash. One thing was immediately clear: This wasn't 
so much a battlefield as it was an all-out street brawl. Fitting, 
given the very coliseum-esque surroundings of The Hollows, cracked 
and dusty stone floors circled by the arched rings of the structure 
itself . 

There were Reaper Husks _everywhere_. There had to be hundreds of 
them running, crawling, jumping, screaming, and flailing their limbs 
at unnatural speeds. Combating them were several dozen Krogan, most 
engaged in their own personal battles with however many Husks had 
deemed them targets. Based on their uniquely colored armor Shepard 
could see that a multitude of different clans engaged with the enemy, 
but curiously he couldn't make out any Clan Urdnot colors aside from 
Wrex . 

Shepard's fist glowed blue as he biotically lifted an approaching 
Husk into the air, dispatching the helpless creature with a burst 
from his assault rifle. He could sense Garrus' presence at his back. 
Vindicator chattering away as the Turing covered their rear. 

Wrex and the Master Chief were still together, flurries of electric 
blue bolts from the Spartan's rifle lancing out to meet any opposing 
threats. In typical Krogan fashion Wrex was using his hands, feet, 
and head as weapons more so than his shotgun, sending the limp, 
crushed bodies of Husks sailing every which way. 

It seemed the two had a system going on, Shepard deduced after 
detonating a Singularity packed with Husks with a Throw. Wrex was 
taking care of the Reapers that managed to get too close while Chief 
was picking off further away approaching groups to ensure that they 
didn't get overwhelmed. 

While this strategy was working for them, for a number of Krogan on 
their own or in pairs it was not. A Husk would slip by their defense 
and latch on, causing a spiraling effect of disaster until the 
unfortunate Krogan were on the ground getting ripped to shreds by the 
Husk's unrelenting limbs. 

Shepard paused to reload and said to Wrex over their comms, "Wrex, 
this is chaos! Even for Krogan! We need to get organized." 

"I agree," he grunted, hurling the upper half of a dismembered Husk 
at one nearby before turning both to pieces with a shotgun blast. The 
comm line popped as Wrex opened another channel and said. "Aralakh 



Company, get down here!" 


If there was a response Shepard didn't hear it, but it turned out 
that he didn't need too. A few more seconds of rabid fighting went on 
before movement in the first ring surrounding them caught his eye. 
Sixty red-armored Krogan took position on the edge the ring and 
jumped in unison down to the ground below. 

Acting quickly and precisely the Krogan formed three staggered lines 
that diminished in number as they went back. Shepard recognized the 
formation immediately as a phalanx, though it was slightly bowed 
inwards to give more firing angles for the Krogan. A group of about 
twenty Husks noticed this newfound mass of enemies and started 
rampaging their way towards the Krogan Phalanx. 

A mighty roar emerged from the rear of the Krogan formation. "MAKE 
READY ! " 

The frontmost Krogan all fell to a knee, allowing the second row to 
aim over their humps. Shepard understood now. Upon closer inspection 
he could see that ever Krogan in the front row had a shotgun, while 
the ones in the second row were all sporting assault rifles 

"EIRE! the voice bellowed. As one the second row of Krogan opened up, 
sending tens of dozens of mass accelerated particles knifing into the 
approaching Husks. Almost all of them fell dead, killed by well-aimed 
headshots or numerous body shots. 

However, in true Reaper fashion there was another group twice as 
large as the first clambering over the bodies of their fallen 
comrades to get their chance at attacking the Krogan. 

The second row of assault rifle wielders continued firing into this 
new mass until they had expended their thermal clips, a third of the 
Husks falling. As they reloaded the first row braced their shotguns 
against their shoulders and waiting a second for the quickly closing 
Husks to get into optimal range. 

"EIRE ! " 


Like something that harkened back to lined musket fire of old, the 
row of shotguns barked and the most forward Husks were transformed 
into varying states of shredded flesh and splintered bones. Those 
with more rounds available fired them, joined by the now reloaded 
second row of assault rifle Krogan. 

Husks started dropping like flies and soon the rest of the clans 
started getting the idea, forming into their own phalanxes and doing 
their best to join with Aralakh company. 

Withdrawing his omni-blade from a Husk's face, Shepard scanned around 
and was surprised to find no more targets in the immediate vicinity. 

A now solidified line of hundreds of Krogan spanned from one edge of 
The Hollows' coliseum-like ground to the other, dividing the meeting 
grounds into the third that was clear of Husks behind them, and the 
two-thirds in front that was still very much occupied by the bipedal 
Reapers . 

Given that they were in the unoccupied third Shepard took this moment 
to have his squad regroup. The Chief and Garrus fell in to either 



side of him, but Wrex was rushing to join his 
Clan . 

_BBZZRRRRRRRRRRRRRRT !_ 

Shepard cocked his head in curiosity. That was the sound of 
Viper-Heavy's 30mm rotary cannon. He hadn't heard it until now, but 
soon figured out that the close-quarters brawl this fight has been at 
the start was just too chaotic to let 30mm cannon rounds fly. Now 
that the Krogan were all grouped together there were clean groups of 
hostile targets. 

Over the towering lines of Krogan Shepard could only indirectly see 
the effect of Viper-Heavy's high-explosive fire. Bits of flesh flying 
around like confetti, must clouds of viscous black blood, the 
occasional dismembered limb soaring away, ect . What he could see 
where little bits of flesh, black mists of their viscous blood 
spurting up into the air, and the occasional limb spinning 
about . 

The Husk charge started to falter and the Krogan wasted no time in 
exploiting the openings created by Viper-Heavy's gun 
run . 

"GRENADES ! " 

Volleys of grenades, most fragmentation but some the fiery incendiary 
version, sailed into the Husk lines and detonated, further reducing 
their number in gouts of smoke, flame, and 
shrapnel . 

"BERSERKERS ! " 

Shepard saw orange omni-bayonets, sharpened wrist-mounted 
omni-blades, and standard metal bayonets spring to life on the 
underbarrells of the Graal spike throwers the entire third row seemed 
to carry, and as one the individual Krogan in the first and second 
lines of the phalanxes created spaces between them large enough for 
the third line to come rushing through them. 

With mighty war cries the Berserker Krogan crashed into the 
conglomeration of Husks, blades eviscerating skin, fists, headplates, 
and weapon butts cracking bones, and white-hot spikes embedding into 
flesh. Through the gaps in the Krogan phalanxes Shepard fully 
realized why they needed the Krogan in this fight. Earlier he had 
witnessed the Krogan ' s ability to perform as soldiers. They followed 
orders, showed frightening proficiency with weapons, and were able 
quickly adapt their thinking and tactics depending on the situation 
or enemy present. 

But as he watched the Berserkers tear Husks limb- from- limb Shepard 
saw what made the Krogan so valuable. No other species, not Humans, 
Salarians, Turians, Asari, even Vorcha or Batarians, had the 
capability for such utter carnage, such unprecedented, unpredictable 
violence of action, and such capacity for vicious rage like the 
Krogan did. The Krogan would become the sledgehammer that would be 
brought down upon the Reaper ground forces, the rest of the allied 
forces following the destruction left in their wake. 

Within thirty second the last of the Husks had been annihilated. 



leaving nothing but black, viscous blood covered Krogan, smoking 
weapon barrels, and dead Husks in various states of pulp littering 
the ground. 

Shepard reloaded, then returned his Avenger to the magnetic plates on 
his back, the assault rifle collapsing to its more compact carrying 
state. His ears picked up the distant _hums _unique to Kodiak model 
shuttles, and soon three of them flew into view over the tall lips of 
The Hollows. One was Cortez's Kodiak, undoubtedly going to drop Eve 
and Mordin down on the surface now that the danger had cleared. The 
other two had to be Turian, Shepard guessed, based on their all-black 
paint scheme, sans the thin white lines that made up the Armiger's 
unit crest. 

"Alright you worms!" Wrex ' s distinctive voice shouted. "Clean up this 
mess! We've got guests arriving! Hehehe . " 

With grumbles of resignation the majority of the Krogan present 
started their clean-up duties, while the more prominent looking 
Krogan, the Clan heads and Shamans Shepard presumed, centered on Wrex 
and waited for the shuttles to land. 

Cne Krogan however made a beeline for Shepard, red armor signifying 
him as Urdnot . The Commander raised an eyebrow as the Krogan reached 
up and pressed a button on the side of his helmet, causing the dark 
visor to retract into the top of the inner helmet. 

Shepard's mouth broke into a huge grin as he immediately recognized 
the face. "Grunt?" 

"Shepard!" replied the Krogan, bounding the last few meters towards 
him and enveloping him in a crushing bear hug. "Haha! Shepard! My 
friend ! " 

"Grunt! I knew I recognized the voice bellowing out those 
commands . " 

Grunt let Shepard go, stepping back and crossing his arms with a 
satisfied grin on his face. "Yep! That was me! I'm running Aralakh 
Company now." 

"I'm impressed the way you handled them," said Shepard. "It looked 
like Aralakh got the ball rolling on the phalanx advance that 
annihilated those Husks." 

"I'm just amazed that the rest of the Krogan followed our lead. You 
wouldn't believe how difficult it is to get the Clans to work 
together sometimes. Hard enough just keeping them from trying to kill 
each other." 

"Everyone must know what's at stake here. What they're fighting for," 
Shepard said solemnly. 

Grunt nodded, his grin dimming slightly to be replaced by a look of 
thoughtful contemplation. "A cure for the Genophage . It will change 
everything . " 

The shuttles touched down in a rough line, troop bay doors sliding to 
the side with metallic whirs. Mordin and Eve stepped out of Cortez's 
Kodiak and several Urdnot Krogan rushed to Eve and surrounded her in 



a protective sphere, Shepard only able to get glimpses of her black 
headdress through the gaps of her guards. Mordin, having been nearly 
shoved out of the way looked annoyed, but walked over to Shepard and 
joined him with a nod. 

Twenty Turians stepped out of the two Armiger shuttles, 
indistinguishable in their all-black, helmeted armor trimmed by 
white. Behind the three Kodiaks, Viper-Heavy decloaked and came to a 
hover close off the ground, allowing James and Previa to hop off. The 
gunship's stealth-reactive panels flickered as the active camouflage 
reactivated, drawing more than a few looks as the Pelican regained 
altitude . 

About half of the Turians formed a loose defensive perimeter, guns 
held at half-ready, no doubt a precaution for both the report of 
Reaper forces at their LZ and the fact that several hundred Krogan 
were present. James and Previa jogged to join Shepard, Previa 's 54th 
Armiger unit insignia stenciled onto her upper arm plating earning 
some nods of respect from the other Turians. 

Wrex shouldered his way through the Clan heads and walked towards the 
Turians. Two of the Turians noticed his approach and started to the 
Krogan leader, reaching up to their necks to pop their helmet seals 
and removing the protective pieces. 

One was a male, a thick, pale green line of face paint covering his 
nasal ridge, with two thin parallel lines on each cheek. The other 
was female, lacking the swept-back head fringes as the male, yet 
possessing the exact same facial painting. 

"Seems we missed quite a party," spoke the male, addressing Wrex. He 
was obviously referring to the carnage around him, having just 
removed his left boot from a puddle of Husk entrails. 

"Heh. Plenty more fight to be had. Urdnot Wrex," he said, holding out 
a hand in greeting. 

If the Turian noticed the Husk blood on Wrex ' s forearm armor he 
didn't care, gripping it firmly in the standard warrior's grasp. 
"Captain Praetus, 26th Armigers . The _Aethonox_ is my 
Carrier . " 

"Commandant Praetus, " said the female, grasping forearms with Wrex as 
well. "CO of the _Aethonox ' s _embarked armored infantry company and 
all other Armiger ground forces in theater." 

Wrex looked between the two, eyes blinking. "Siblings?" 

"Twins," The two Turians said in unison. 

"Novel. But not important. What is though is how we're going to get 
these Reaper pyjacks off of my planet," said Wrex. "C'mon, follow me. 
We've got a working holo-table this way. Grunt, with me. Shepard, you 
and your guys come too. You all have the most experience with Reaper 
ground forces." 

"Lieutenant, secure the shuttles," ordered Commandant Praetus. "And 
police those bodies in our LZ . Don't want to trip over them if we 
have to bug out in a hurry. "Abrian, Genedus, Brugius, Melrius, with 



A chorus of "Yes Commandant," and "Right away Ma'ams," filtered 
through the Turian's helmets and the Armigers got to work, four 
accompanying their superiors and the rest starting on the task of 
creating a perimeter and clearing the remains of the Reaper Husks 
littered around. 

Shepard followed Wrex and the two Praetus ' s out of the open Hollows 
grounds and into the indoor superstructure. 

"Brought an awful lot of security. I thought that we were supposed to 
be 'allies'," said Wrex. 

The Captain gave him a sideways look. "We departed under the 
impression that our LZ was still a battlefield." 

"Sure, " Wrex snorted, deciding not to expand further on the 
subject . 

The walk wasn't far, down a few hallways and up a stairway until they 
arrived in a medium-sized circular room. Like most current Krogan 
architecture, the walls, floor, and ceilings were made of strong, 
rough, tan concrete. The room was dim, the only sources of light 
being a thin strip of light panels embedded in the ceiling and the 
soft blue glow coming from the central holotable. Wrex, Grunt, 

Captain Praetus, Commandant Praetus, and Shepard all converged on the 
flickering holo-table in the center of the room while the rest of 
Shepard's squad and the four Turian guards posted up on the edges out 
of the way. 

Wrex took a look at the flickering images coming from the table, 
showing an aerial view of The Hollows through its bouts of power 
issues. He scowled, delivered a hefty kick to the side of the table, 
and through either some miracle of technology, or through pure fear, 
the table's image solidified. The two Praetus twins shared a bemused 
look while Wrex manipulated the controls, the image zooming far out 
and centering on the area around the Shroud. Center in the image was 
one of their main obstacles, the one-hundred and fifty meter bulk of 
a Reaper Destroyer standing guard over their goal. 

"This is the Shroud. Our objective is to get him - , " Wrex pointed at 
Doctor Solus, who was leaning on a support pillar watching the 
holotable, " - inside the control room so he can distribute the cure 
for the Genophage . However, we've got two problems that I'm sure 
we're all aware of. The Reaper standing guard on the ground, and the 
one in orbit above." 

Wrex took a step back and crossed his arms. "Now, I've already got a 
plan to take care of the Reaper guarding the Shroud. But what I don't 
have is a way to take out the one in space." 

"You have a plan to take out the Reaper on the ground?" asked 
Commandant Praetus, leaning on the edge of the holotable and looking 
at the Krogan at an angle. "Please, do tell." 

Wrex ' s subsequent grin almost made Shepard groan. He recognized that 
look; it was the look he got whenever he concocted one of his unique 
'Krogan solutions' to a problem. 

"It's simple really. We summon Kalros, and she kills the Reaper," he 



revealed . 


Silence . 

"We summon _what_?" asked Captain Praetus. 

"Kalros. The Mother of all Thresher Maws. The Shroud lies within her 
hunting territory, and there's an ancient monument to her nearby. We 
fight our way there, ring the maw hammers, and Kalros will come and 
_deal_ with the Reaper, hehe . " 

"You can't be serious Wrex, " said Shepard, shocked. "This is insane. 
Summoning the _Mother_ of all Thresher Maws into a battlefield that 
will be filled with as many of us as there are Reapers? And what 
makes you assume that she'll be able to 'take care' of the Reaper? Or 
even show up at all?" 

"If we ring the hammers, she will come," retorted Wrex. "And the 
Reapers might be tough, but they're not Kalros tough. Especially the 
little ones . " 

"You're still forgetting about our forces that could end up in a very 
significant portion of harm's way," reminded Shepard. 

"It's a risk we'll have to take. Besides, does anybody have any 
better ideas?" questioned Wrex. "And of all people, I thought you 
would have at least _some_ faith in my planning abilities 
Shepard . " 

"It's actually quite brilliant, if a bit crude. Then again, Krogan 
aren't exactly known for their - ah - refined strategic planning," 
said the Commandant, shooting a smirk at Wrex. "Using the native 
fauna, especially such a dangerous specimen like Kalros, to our 
advantage might be our only conceivable option. We have nothing in 
theater that could even scratch the paint on the Reapers armor, at 
least not without potentially damaging or destroying the Shroud. Can 
you show me where this monument is in relation to the Reaper?" 

Wrex nodded, again working the holotable controls until he found the 
monumentaC 1 not even three hundred meters from where the Reaper was 
standing . 

The Commandant shook her head slightly. "This isaCl much closer than 
I was expecting." 

"Uh.. it seems so, yes," said Wrex sheepishly. "The scaling on the 
map I was thinking of must have been off." 

Everyone glared at Wrex. 

"This is a suicide mission, " stated Captain Praetus after a few 
seconds of silence. "The Reaper would surely notice a major military 
action aimed at capturing this monument and subsequently destroy it 
with its main weapon. That's not to mention _if_ the Reaper in orbit 
doesn't descend on our advance and destroy it before we can even make 
it there. Speaking of, when are we going to discuss the other 
Reaper? " 

"One problem at a time, " said Shepard. The Commander pursed his lips, 
thinking. "Captain, you said you thought that a major military action 



wouldn't stand a chance at getting to the monument. What about a 
minor one? A small infiltration team perhaps?" 


"Are you volunteering?" Wrex asked wryly. 

Shepard nodded in the affirmative. "We have means of infiltration, 
our stealthed aircraft should be able to get us close enough." 

"No. It's still too risky," said the Captain. "The Reapers are bound 
to have Oculus fighters patrolling all over the area. Besides, once 
the Reaper knows what you're up to who's to say he won't blow the 
place up anyway?"we might need a reason why the reapers didn't just 
destroy the shroud in the first place, is there some reason the 
reapers might want it intact? spread something into the air to 
reaperify tuchanka without needing to actually fight the krogan? 

"I have an idea," the Commandant put forth. "It's obvious that the 
Reapers don't know the significance of the monument and the maw 
hammers, or else they would have destroyed them already. What if we 
created a diversion? Assaulted the Reaper from the opposite side, 
drew its attention away and minimize the chance that it'll figure out 
what Shepard's team is doing until it's too late." 

"We certainly have the manpower to create a major diversion, but like 
the Captain said, nothing will get done on the ground until the 
Reaper in orbit is destroyed," said Wrex. 

The room returned to silence again as those present tried to figure 
out a way to destroy the Reaper in space without having to sacrifice 
an inordinate amount of ships. 

"What about that old anti-ship gun station that you had us scout last 
month? " 

Heads swiveled towards Grunt, who didn't look at all intimidated by 
the serious expressions directed at him. 

"Anti-ship guns? Mounted on the surface?" Captain Praetus. 

Grunt nodded. "Yup. A whole battery of 'em. Five or six if I remember 
correctly. Built during the Krogan Rebellions. Krogan aren't known 
for their space warfare, we're ground pounders. Can't go and give up 
the orbitals to the enemy, got to make them come down to fight 
us ! " 

Commandant Praetus was skeptical. "The Rebellions? Those things must 
be ancient. How do we know they'll even work?" 

"They'll work," assured Wrex emphatically. "Krogan build to last. 
Also, you better believe that those guns pack a punch." 

Captain Praetus started tapping his talons on the edge of the 
holotable. "This just might work. If those guns can take down the 
Reaper's barriers, I'm confident that my task force can deliver a 
killing blow. The real question is whether the Reaper is even in the 
guns' firing arcaC 1 " 

A little blue-purple woman materialized to life on the holotable, 
'leaning' against the Shroud. "Yes it is." 



"And who might you be?" asked Captain Praetus inquisitively. 


"I'm Cortana, " she replied. "An AI . " 

"She's with us," quickly confirmed Shepard, hoping to avoid any 
confusion . 

"I'll show you the calculations, " offered Cortana, switching the 
display with a snap of her fingers to one that showcased the 
available firing arcs of the orbital guns and how the Reaper was 
clearly in the target zone. "If you can get me there, I can fire 
them. The catch is however, orbital imaging datalinked from the 
_Normandy_ shows heavy enemy activity within and around the compound 
where the guns are housed." 

Cortana had changed the picture to display said scans from the 
_Normandy_, highlighting areas of enemy activity in bright red. There 
was a lot of red. 

"How heavy are we talking?" asked Shepard. 

"Between three and four hundred. Mostly infantry, but we did spot a 
few of those Brutes lumbering about. The Reapers must know they can't 
let us take the guns, but also know they can't risk destroying them 
lest they expose themselves to our ships." 

Wrex grinned predatorily. "Four hundred? That's nothing. Grunt, take 
Aralakh company and take back that gun complex. Go now." 

"I'd like to take my squad to assist," said Shepard. 

"If you think you can keep up! Hahaha ! " Grunt laughed, turning and 
jogging out of the room. 

"You can go, but stick around for just a little bit longer, " said 
Wrex. "They'll be taking Tomkahs, you'll be able to catch up in your 
dropships . " 

Shepard nodded, eager to get back into the field but recognizing 
there was more planning that needed to take place. 

"So, " started the Commandant, "Once we destroy the Reaper in orbit 
we'll be able to focus all our efforts on the Shroud. Our diversion 
should be enough to allow Shepard and his squad to reach the maw 
hammers, but there are still doubts on aerial insertion, even with 
stealth technology. Workarounds?" 

Cortana spoke up again. "I think I've got one." The holotable shifted 
and now displayed a two dimensional map of a large area crisscrossed 
with complicated-looking pathways. 

"The monument to Kalros used to be the centerpiece of a much larger 
city. A city which now, is almost entirely buried underground. I've 
pieced together these maps using data collected by dozens of scouting 
and scavenging teams that have been sent into these ruins, " the AI 
explained . 

A blue line started making its way through the complicated maze as 
she continued speaking. "These underground passages run all 
throughout the area, and I believe I've found a route that starts - 



here - and comes out just a short distance away from the 
monument . " 

"This is perfect," said Wrex, impressed. "We'll construct our avenue 
of approach to where we pass by the entrance point, drop off 
Shepard's team, and while we keep the Reapers occupied they make 
their way through the ruins and into the monument to ring the maw 
hammers . " 

"It also eliminates the potential risks of aerial insertions. It'll 
be a much safer bet to get the cure to the Shroud, " said Captain 
Praetus . 

"It's settled then," said Wrex, slamming his hands on the table 
confidently, making the holograms flicker briefly and earning a glare 
from Cortana. "Shepard, link up with Aralakh and take those guns. The 
good Captain and Joker will take down the Reaper in space, then 
you'll report back here. The Commandant and I will have finished 
organizing our forces for our diversionary push, and then we'll enact 
part two of the plan. The Reapers won't know what hit 'em. Hehe . " 

"I need to get back to the _Aethonox_, " said Captain Preatus. "Good 
luck sister . " 

"Spirits be with you as well brother, " replied the Commandant, 
watching the Captain and two of their Turian guards depart the 
room . 

"Let's go," ordered Shepard, following in the Captain's path along 
with the rest of his squad. Though they quickly passed out of 
earshot, Shepard could still pick up Wrex and Commandant Praetus 
planning through Wrex ' s st ill-connected comm. 

"_Alright Commandant, what brilliant Turian battle plan are you going 
to want my Krogan to follow?"_ 

"_Actually, I was planning on letting your Krogan do what they do 
best: charge headfirst towards the enemy in a frontal 
assault . 

"_He, I like the way you think. 

"_What ' s the top speed of your Tomkahs?"_ 

"_Fifty kilometers per hour on a good day. They may be slow, but they 
can both give and take a hell of a beating. 

"_That ' s what I was counting on. While your sturdy Krogan slowly 
advance, I was planning on having my faster yet less armored forces 
roaming just behind the front lines, acting as a quick reaction 
force. If you see a weakness in the enemy formations we'll blitz 
through at top speed for maximum shock and awe and exploit it. We'll 
have artillery and air support on station to call on as well, so 


With a couple of taps on his omni-tool Shepard disconnected Wrex from 
their squad channel. "Cortez, get down here. We've got a new 
mission . " 

"_What ' s the word Commander? asked the pilot of the Kodiak. 



"We're to link up with a company of Krogan and assault a 

surf ace-to-orbit gun complex to use against the Reapers. There's more 

I'll fill you in after." 

"_Roger. I'm touching down now, replied Cortez. 

They quickly made their way back into the open grounds of The 
Hollows, now populated by significantly less Krogan. Shepard 
witnessed Captain Praetus ' shuttle taking off, taking with it half of 
the Armiger Turians standing guard. Cortez's Kodiak was landed as 
well, troop bay doors open and ready to receive the squad then head 
off to the orbital gun complex. 

"Everyone in the Kodiak. Dolton, Cehack, you'll be on one-hundred 
percent gunship mode for this mission." 

"_Roger Commander," _replied Dolton. Engines whined as Viper-Heavy 
took off while Shepard, the Master Chief, Garrus, James, and Previa 
hopped into the Kodiak's troop bay. Mordin would be staying with Eve, 
making sure she was alright and finalizing the dispersal preparations 
for the cure once they reached the Shroud. 

As soon as they were all aboard Cortez secured the shuttle and they 
departed for yet another battlefield. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The Master Chief's boots sunk a couple of inches into the sand as 
he hopped down from the Kodiak onto the harsh Tuchanka landscape. 
Chief's visor darkened to compensate for the glare of the sun 
reflecting off of the sand dunes and he took a quick stock of the 
surroundings. He could hear the faint reports of gunshots echoing 
across the landscape, no doubt coming from the gun complex 
beyond . <p> 

They had touched down in the center, most flattened portion of a 
'bowl' of short sand dunes. The sand was light-colored and coarse 
with bits of debris and pulverized rocks intermixed with the large 
grains. Shepard motioned them forwards and the squad ascended the few 
meters over the lip of the dune until Aralakh company came into 
sight . 

Directly in front of them were four hulking Tomkahs arranged in a 
wedge formation, long sides and heavy gun facing outwards to create a 
defensive position which the Krogan of Aralakh company could be 
protected behind. All were arranged in firing positions facing 
towards the looming superstructure of the orbital gun complex a few 
hundred meters away save for one: Grunt. 

The leader of Aralakh company motioned them over and they started 
towards him, Shepard leading the way. 

"Shepard, glad to see you didn't wait," greeted Grunt. "Take a look, 
one of our guys managed to dig out a map of this place." 

The Commander jogged over, taking a knee along with Grunt as he 
rolled out a paper scroll, putting assault rifle magazines on the 
corners as paperweights. 



"Paper? A paper map?" Shepard questioned incredulously. 


"Shepard, this is Tuchanka. Paper is a luxury," said Grunt 
matter-of-fact ly . 

Chief sidled his way up to where he could see the map over Shepard 
and Grunt's shoulders. "Got it?" he spoke into his helmet. 

"Got it," Cortana responded cheerfully. He had only needed to give 
his forward facing helmet cameras a brief glimpse of the map in order 
for Cortana to transcribe the map. In a second she had overlaid it 
with visual, topographical, thermal, infrared, and seismic scans 
taken from the _Normandy_, as well as with whatever other bits of 
data or translation she was able to glean from what passes for 
Tuchanka ' s mainframe. 

Meanwhile, Shepard and Grunt were just starting to realize how 
'useful' their paper map really was. 

"I don't see any sort of scalea€ 1 How are we supposed to know if 
these corridors are twenty meters long or two hundred?" asked 
Shepard . 

"I don't know," replied Grunt 

"The layout makes no sense either. It looks like some rooms and areas 
are layered on top of each other for no reason" 

"Weird huh." 

"And what do these inscriptions here mean?" asked Shepard. 

"Dunno. It's not any Krogan dialect _I ' ve _heard of." 

Shepard looked towards Grunt in disbelief. "What _can_ you tell me 
from this map?" 

"Dammit Shepard, I'm a soldier, not some kind of - map-ologist! It's 
an awful map, what am I supposed to do about it? I've already got 
scouting teams out, hopefully they'll be able to clear some of this 
pyjack shit up, " Grunt growled. "What I _can_ tell you is that the 
enemy is in there, and that they won't be for long." 

Grunt confirmed what Chief had figured, that the gunfire he had been 
hearing was a result of the Krogan ' s unique take on 'scouting and 
reconnaissance ' He had read that while other races' scouts preferred 
stealth and discretion in carrying out their tasks, Krogan scouts 
instead opted to deal psychological warfare when they find the enemy 
by way of occasional harassment or intentionally exaggerating their 
numbers. Their reasoning was that it was a lot easier to count enemy 
numbers when some of their numbers got blown up. 

Now Chief had a feeling that psychological warfare wouldn't have the 
greatest effect on the Reapers, but thinning their numbers even just 
a little couldn't hurt. He decided that now was the time to reveal 
Cortana 's work to Shepard and Grunt. "Commander?" 

Judging by his slight jump Shepard was a bit startled by the 
closeness of Chief's voice. He probably hadn't expected him to be 
right behind them. To his credit the sun was angled in such a way 



that Chief's shadow was cast behind him, and almost no one knew how 
quiet a Spartan could be if he or she wanted too. 


"Yes Chief?" 

"Cortana has something for you." Chief reached into one of his 
utility belt pouches and withdrew a small holotransmitter . He tossed 
it onto the paper map so it wouldn't sink into the sand, and Cortana 
activated what she had constructed. 

A large three-dimensional map of the orbital gun complex sprang to 
life, blue tinted like all other UNSC holograms. Displayed were 
accurate layouts of all rooms, hallways, corridors, doorways, 
stairways, bridges, even the sewer system was included. Enemy troop 
positions were shown as accurately as they could have been detected 
via the _Normandy_'s sensor suite. The four Brutes present were large 
enough to keep tabs on, but everything else was considered as varying 
'mixes of infantry'. 

"Wow," said Shepard. "Now this is a map." 

"Brutes," observed Grunt. "Good thing we brought rocket 
launchers . " 

"How did you make this Cortana? It has everything we need, " 
questioned Shepard with no small amount of awe, spinning the map 
around with his fingers. 

"EDI did most of the leg work actually. Nearly all of this 
information came from the _Normandy_'s sensor suite. I did the 
translations, reformatted the information into its presentably state, 
and finalized the floor plans. Without firsthand recon inside this is 
the best we're going to get." 

Shepard nodded in both understanding and appreciation. "Good work, 
both of you." 

"Thank you," both AI ' s replied in unison. 

"Scouts are back!" someone yelled. 

Eour Krogan, each carrying varying degrees of minor wounds but not 
looking any worse for wear in the slightest, jogged up towards Grunt 
and Shepard. 

"Jax, report," ordered Grunt. 

Jax, the lead company scout Chief assumed, stepped forwards and 
surveyed the holographic map of the complex for a moment before 
speaking. "Is this accurate?" 

"As much as it can be," replied Grunt. 

"Alright. Well, enemy troop strength seems to be consistent with what 
we estimated earlier. About four hundred individuals I'd say, a 
little less now though, " he said smiling, tapping a talon on his 
Graal Spike Thrower. 

"Where are they?" 



"They've established a light defensive perimeter just outside the 
base here, using the sand dunes for natural cover. There's only a 
couple of squads, so I'm thinking their sole purpose is to report how 
many of us there really are and what we are doing to the rest of 
their friends before they die." Jax took a finger and drew a line on 
the map where he was talking about, and Cortana updated the hologram 
accordingly. "Most of their strength is concentrated throughout the 
complex. It's going to be some tough fighting. Room-to-room stuff, 
and upwards into the second floor." 

"If the mission was easy they wouldn't have given it to us," said 
Grunt. "Enemy types?" 

"The large majority are those Reaper-fied Batarians a€" 


"Cannibals, " interjected Shepard. 

"Yes, Cannibals," continued Jax smoothly. "Seven or eight to a group, 
led by a single Turian husk." 

Jax looked to Shepard expectantly, waiting for him to tell them the 
common name they had been given. "Marauders." 

"Right. Kalon says he saw a couple of squads composed of just 
Marauders, so we should keep an eye out for those. Now as far as the 
big armored guys go a€" " 

"Brutes . " 

"Yep, those, we counted four. I managed to his two of them with 
tracking darts, and Kalon got one, but we won't be able to account 
for the fourth one." Jax opened his omni-tool and after a few taps 
three red wire silhouettes of Brutes materialized in their realtime 
positions throughout the complex. 

"What about Husks? The regular human ones?" asked Shepard. 

"We only saw a couple. They must have expended the majority of them 
when they attacked The Hollows en masse." 

"Too bad. They were easy to kill, " said Grunt, shaking his head. 
"Alright. We have three objectives. The control room on the second 
floor here, and the reactor and power distribution rooms on the first 
floor here and here. We need to secure all three of these before we 
can fire the guns." 

"What's this over here?" asked Shepard, pointing to a section of 
clear flooring on the farside of the base. "Looks like a landing pad, 
and it's pretty close to the power distribution room." 

"You thinking of dropping your squad off there?" asked Grunt. 

"We'd be able to flank their main force, create a new avenue of 
assault, plus secure one of the objectives quickly." 

"Do you think you'd be able to handle the enemy counterattack? Just 
the five of you?" 

"With our gunship supporting us, yes." 



Grunt glanced to the sky. "Right. I forgot you had that. Probably 
cause it's invisible. Alright, you do that. Just be careful with your 
air support. Fire on whatever you need to, but we need those 
electronics in the power distribution room intact." 

"That just leaves the reactor room and the control room, " said 
Shepard. "What are you thinking?" 

"A frontal assault," answered Grunt bluntly. 

Behind his visor Shepard was rolling his eyes. "I should have 
known . " 

"Heh, it's what we Krogan do best. Besides, once we get inside any 
'plan' is getting thrown out the window. In room-to-room combat the 
only thing that matters are your reflexes and your 
toughness . " 

"Commander, I have an idea." 

Shepard looked back to the armored Spartan once again. "Go ahead 
Chief. " 

"This sewer system goes up to the second floor, and it's big too. 
Large enough to walk through. See where it comes out here? Just a 
couple of rooms away from the control center, " he explained, Cortana 
drawing a line to show the path he was talking about. 

"What are you proposing?" Shepard asked warily. 

"My suit is equipped with active camouflage. All I would need to do 
is get Cortana into the system, not necessarily clear out any 
hostiles. I could make it to the control room undetected and 
accomplish one of our objective right under the Reaper's noses." 

"I don't know Chief, I don't like the idea of sending one of my squad 
members alone if I can't help it." said Shepard. 

"I can handle the mission," Chief stated assuringly. 

"I don't doubt you can, but I still don't like it." Shepard's comm 
beeped, and at glance of the address he saw it was coming from the 
_Normandy_. It was EDI. 

"_Shepard, she said_, "The Reaper in orbit is maneuvering. I 
believe it's figured out what you're up to."_ 

"I bet it's trying to decide if it's worth the risk to come 
in-atmosphere and take out the guns itself," guessed Cortana. "Either 
that or it's trying to find a position that would keep it out of 
range of the guns while still blocking Captain Praetus ' ships from 
attacking the Reaper forces on the ground." 

They had to act quickly. The only reason the Reaper hadn't come down 
and destroyed the guns already is because in order to come 
in-atmosphere it would have to lower its barriers, leaving it 
vulnerable for attack from Praetus' ships. But, if the Destroyer 
found somewhere to sit where the guns couldn't hit it, then all of 
their planning earlier would have been for nothing. 



"Chief, I changed my mind. You're going in, we need these guns online 
as soon as possible, " said Shepard. 


"Affirmative, replied the Spartan. 

Grunt hefted his assault rifle, a heavy semi-automatic Mattock. "So, 
by process of elimination that means that we'll be gunning for the 
Reactor. Once we get there my techs will turn it on, Shepard you'll 
have to funnel the power into the guns themselves, and then your 
helpful AI friend will blow that Reaper into space dust." 

"It's settled then," said Shepard. "We go now." 
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25. Chapter 25: Tuchanka Pt III 

**Author's Note: Hey everybody, I'm going to go ahead and apologize 
in advance for the shortness of this chapter compared to recent 
previous ones. My current college semester is picking up in 
difficulty so I don't have as much time to dedicate to writing as I 
would like. Nevertheless, I'll keep plugging away at the next chapter 
until it's ready for you all. Hopefully within the next month or so, 
like usual. Anyways, here's Part Three of the Four Part Tuchanka Arc, 
hopefully you all find it to your liking!** 

**Also, we broke the 2000 review marker! Woot Woot ! :p** 

**As always, special thanks to my beta JonHarper, Bearmauls, and my 
lovely girlfriend.** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content it mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 24: Tuchanka Pt IIKstrong> 

The Master Chief hopped off the ladder and fell about ten meters, 
hitting the ground with feet flat and knees bent. His boots sunk into 
the dirty tan and brown muck below, then kept sinking, and kept 
sinking even further until his shins were almost entirely submerged 
in what felt like tar. 

The Chief frowned. Though the Krogan had turned Tuchanka into more or 
less a radioactive, desert wasteland, some areas did receive the 
occasional rainfall. Said rain was often filled with contaminates and 
highly toxic, but still counted as moisture. 

Unfortunately for the Chief, this moisture seemed to have accumulated 
down in this sewer/wastewater system and wasn't moving, having become 
like a muddy sludge. Probably because the system was over a thousand 
years old. It was as close to pitch black as it could be, even 
Chief's low light level visor setting wasn't helpful, and in the name 
of stealth he couldn't use his helmet lamps. So, he was running 



mainly on thermal vision with infrared overlays while occasionally 
scanning with Promethean vision. 


He lifted his left leg out of the polluted mud, freeing his appendage 
with some difficulty and causing a loud, disagreeable squelching 
sound as he did so. His frown deepened. The suction of the mud 
combined with its thickness hindered his movement noticeably, even in 
armor. He was committed though, it was too late to turn back. The 
ladder of metal rungs embedded into stone he had used to get down had 
been so old and corroded that they had broke almost as soon as he had 
put any weight on it. The fact that his Mjolnir was about half a ton 
likely hadn't helped either, and those factors combined meant that 
his descent had been more akin to a controlled fall. 

The concrete walls around him rumbled, little particles of dust and 
debris shaking loose and lazily floating downwards. He guessed the 
tumbles had been caused by explosions signaling the beginning of the 
main attack. He had to get moving. Chief took another step forwards, 
glad to find that in his Mjolnir his legs were strong enough to power 
through the muck despite taking a little more effort than he would 
have liked. 

"Definitely one of the times when being the AI is the advantage, " 
Cortana piped into his ear. "You know, cause we don't have 
noses . " 

"Yeah, " Chief replied. Cortana was just making a joke about the 
smell, as she had been the one to completely seal his suit when they 
had first started their descent. In her words the air had been filled 
with so many dangerous chemicals and contaminants it was comparably 
deadly to chlorine gas . A Krogan might be able to survive down here 
unmasked, but he wouldn't. 

Chief blinked once on the small map in the bottom right of his hud, 
then blinked again on the middle of the sewerway in the center of his 
vision. Cortana took the hint and projected his path that would lead 
to the control room in thin strips of dim orange. He took another 
step before Cortana spoke into his ear, tone on of worry. 

"Uh, Chief? We have a problemaC 1 " 

"What?" Chief tightened the grip on his Adaptive Combat System, 
sweeping the sleek rifle down the wide corridor. He didn't see any 
immediate targets, but was surprised to find his active camouflage 
suddenly deactivate. 

"Cortana? " 

"Yep, there's the problem. Chief, the water in this sludge is so 
acidic that it's eating away at your shields and disrupting the 
camouflage emitter fields." 

Chief frowned, again. "That could be a problem." 

He continued on down the sewer, undeterred. Placing his ACS onto his 
back besides his Spartan Laser he grabbed his magnum off of his hip 
with his right hand and reached into a belt compartment with his 
left, withdrawing a silencer for the weapon. He attached the device 
to the barrel and returned it to its magnetic plate, bringing his ACS 
back to his hands. 



"Cortana, can you clear up some of this clutter?" he asked, blinking 
on his motion scanner. The surface battle was raging above while he 
continued forwards, and his motion tracker was picking up the 
movement from Krogan and Reapers alike. While yes, the tracker 
differentiated elevations of objects picked up, there was just so 
much red he preferred to have the simpler view. 

Cortana did as he asked and the activity on his motion tracker faded 
to nothing. The Spartan continued on cautiously, hoping that the 
Reapers had lacked the foresight to post units down here but not 
counting on it. He pulsed his Promethean vision, watching as the deep 
scan travelled along and through the sewer walls. Up about ten 
meters, around the sewers fist curve, the scan returned something 
bipedal . 

"Husk," warned Cortana, "And it's coming this way." 

It was approaching the corner, but judging by its slow, meandering 
pace Chief guessed that it didn't know he was there. He took his 
right hand off of his ACS and drew his magnum, waiting for the 
creature's head to appear around the corner... 

Chief's silenced magnum coughed once and the Husk's head opened up 
like a cantaloupe, the abomination impacting the putrid sludge with a 
_thud-splash_ that was louder than he had liked. He paused, noting 
how he saw no movement on his motion tracker. He trudged forwards 
through the muck, magnum still raised. 

Chief was about to turn the corner when his motion tracker flared 
again. Two contacts this time, further down the sewer past the curve. 
Promethean vision showed that they were two Husks, both moving 
towards his position at a pace a little slower than a run. Damn, they 
must have heard his movement, or him dispatching the first Husk. 

He moved quickly but steadily around the corner and assumed a firing 
position, magnum raised. He sighted the two Husks, twenty meters and 
closing, and fired twice. Both targets dropped, large holes in their 
heads . 

The motion tracker registered another contact. Then another, then 
another, then five more, then twelve moreaC 1 

"Uh, Chief?" Cortana warned, a note of worry in her voice. 

He activated his Promethean vision again and was greeted with an 
approaching _mass_ of blue-orange hued bipedal targets. Cortana 
projected a number count in his HUD and he watched as it ticked up. 
Four, eleven, twenty-three, thirty-seven, and still rising. 

It was just plain unlucky that after expending so many hundreds of 
Husks on the failed attack at The Hollows the Reapers would have kept 
a reserve force in these sewers waiting for an infiltration like the 
one Chief was attempting. The once-Human Reapers were running full 
tilt at him, no doubt having detected him. Some were even clambering 
along the sides of the sewer on all fours. 

"I see them," Chief responded. He returned his magnum to its magnetic 
plate, stealth wouldn't mean anything now. 



He brought his ACS up the his shoulder, using the side of his thumb 
to flick his rate of fire selector to fully automatic. He pulled the 
trigger, bright electric-blue bolts of hard light illuminating the 
pitch-black sewerway, the cracking reports of the shots thundering 
off of the walls. The three Husks in the first row fell with Chief's 
first burst, and he switched effortlessly to the ones scrambling over 
the dead bodies of their fallen comrades. 

"Mission update, " Chief started, knowing Cortana would send the 
report right to Shepard and Grunt. "Engaging significant Husk force 
in sewerway. Element of stealth lost." 

He kept firing, watching as the hard light bolts ripped into 
reaperfied flesh with deadly intensity, the piercing nature of the 
rounds knifing through their primary targets and shredding into ones 
behind them. 

Still, he was losing ground. Even as the enemy counter rapidly ticked 
downwards Chief was steadily retreating back into the sewer. He 
didn't want to fall back around the corner because then he would lose 
his long sighting and firing arcs. 

He took his left hand off of his ACS, still pulling the trigger with 
his right hand and feeling the kick of the weapon against his 
shoulder. He snapped one of his four grenades off of his belt and 
threw it, the fragmentation device shattering a Husk's skull before 
falling to the ground and detonating 0.5 seconds later. 

The sewer was lit by a flash of fire and explosive force, and seven 
Husks fell dead with shrapnel embedded all throughout their bodies. 
The Husk counter in his HUD dropped. Nineteen. He threw another 
grenade, this time aiming just ahead of four screaming Husks running 
at him with reckless abandon. 

The explosion turned the four into so many prices of dismembered 
flesh and bone, as well as three more right behind them. Twelve left. 
Another long stream of deadly accurate rounds from his ACS tore large 
holes in five more Husks, and Chief realized how grateful he was that 
the rifle was so difficult to overheat. 

"Brute ! " 

Chief's already widened eyes shot fully open at Cortana 's warning 
yell. Brute? What? Where? Those questions were answered quickly when 
a massive black armored claw smashed the remaining Husks against the 
side walls of the sewer. 

He had a brief flash of annoyance that neither him nor Cortana 
detected this Brute before it was not even fifteen meters away from 
him, but it wasn't hard to figure out why. The Brute was nearly 
invisible on both thermal sensors and his Promethean vision; it was a 
testament to Cortana 's ability that she was able to warn him when she 
did in the first place. To solve the near-invisible issue Cortana had 
traced the entirety of the Brute in highly visible red. 

Chief immediately shifted his fire to the Brute's center mass, but it 
raised its massive claw to protect itself and roared so loud that the 
walls shook. 


This was not good. He knew the hard light rounds were penetrating 



but the Brute was nearly the size of a Warthog and weighed twice as 
much with as much armor was protecting it. It took up the whole 
sewerway, hunched back scraping along the top ceiling with a sound 
comparable to nails on a chalkboard. 

He didn't doubt that given time and space he would have been able to 
bring down the beast with his ACS, but time and space were luxuries 
that he simply didn't have. There was only one weapon that he knew 
for sure could end this fight now: the Spartan Laser on his 
back . 

Knowing that the weapon wouldn't have the time it needed to charge if 
he stayed put, he dashed back around the corner and back into the 
sewer towards the now defunct ladder which he had used to ingress. 
Quickly replacing his ACS with the rectangular bulk of the Spartan 
Laser, he started charging even though the Brute hadn't turned the 
corner . 

His red-hued target came into view a second into the Laser's charging 
cycle, and as if the Brute knew what he was up to it picked up its 
pace towards Chief, using the slightly higher ceiling to its 
advantage to gain speed it couldn't before. Despite its best efforts, 
it was too late for the Brute. Chief knew for a fact that it wouldn't 
reach him before the heavy weapon's beam of ruby energy melted right 
through its armored chest. 

The Spartan Laser reached the zenith of its charge cycle, flashing 
targeting laser pointed by Chief directly center mass of the hulking 
monster . 

Nothing happened. 

_Misfire!_ Chief cursed. He knew there wasn't enough time for a 
second try, and within a second the Brute had closed the distance, 
heavy claw bearing down on him in a powerful downwards blow. The 
Spartan jumped back out of range of the strike, sewer muck sucking at 
his legs and trying to hold him in place as he did so. The Brute's 
attack fell short, sending a wave of disgusting mud in every 
direction, but it didn't relent. 

The Krogan-Turian hybrid darted forwards with its claw quicker than 
Chief anticipated, and in a desperate attempt to block the blow held 
out the malfunctioning Spartan Laser in front of him like a 
shield . 

The sharpened tip of the Brute's heavy claw pierced through the thin 
metal and delicate components of the weapon in a shower of sparks, 
but like Chief expected the Laser didn't shatter in half, a testament 
to UNSC engineering. Instead the tip of the Brute claw had penetrated 
a couple of inches through the weapon and had gotten promptly 
stuck . 

The Master Chief knew that if he didn't take the initiative, he would 
lose this engagement. Using all of his strength he violently shoved 
his Spartan Laser to the side, taking the Brute's claw with it and 
slamming it against the wall. 

He let go of the Spartan laser and rushed forwards into the Brute, 
slamming into it with all the force he could muster. His shields 
flared with the impact and the Brute reeled backwards, probably not 



expecting such a forceful counterattack . 


Chief pivoted towards the Brute's claw arm, balling his hands into 
fists and depressing his thumbs onto a small button located on the 
middle knuckles of his pointer fingers. A ten-inch blade of 
electromagnet ically contained superheated plasma shot forth out of 
each gauntlet with a crackling _snap-hiss_. Reverse-engineered from 
captured special operations Sangheili armor sets, the plasma blades 
cut through the Brute's armor like hot plasma through butter as Chief 
plunged them into the beast's attack claw. 

The Reaper creature roared in pain as Chief twisted his wrists to 
slash deep gouges in the Brute's claw. He was aiming to do further 
damage but the Brute's other hand gripped him from behind on the 
shoulder and yanked him backwards. Chief was flung into the opposite 
wall of the sewer, shields dropping to less than twenty percent. 

The Brute tried to swing its large claw at him but to Chief's 
satisfaction the arm went limp at the Reaper's side. Angered at the 
inability to attack with its primary weapon the Brute instead decided 
to charge at the Spartan, hoping to crush him with its massive body 
weight . 

Chief was ready for this however and jumped back down the sewer, jump 
jets assisting in getting him out of the way. The Brute adapted its 
direction quickly, red eyes flaring in rage. In his head he cycled 
through his remaining options. He was quickly running out of space, 
and getting past the Brute would be extremely difficult given how 
it's body took up the near entirety of the sewerways ' height and 
width . 

His Spartan Laser was out of the question for obvious reasons. He 
could try another grenade, but he doubted its effectiveness. He could 
rush the beast with gauntlet-mounted energy daggers out, but that 
course of action was bound to be extremely risky. His Adaptive Combat 
System wouldn't help him here, he already knew that its rounds 
wouldn't be able to stop the Brute in time. So, in one swift motion 
Chief reached to his lower back, drew the Krogan shotgun 
' Helmsbreaker ' from its magnetic plate, pointed it center mass at the 
approaching Brute, and pulled the trigger. 

In his decades-long service to the United Nations Space Command 
Master Chief Petty Officer John-117 had operated and fired many 
different weapons systems. Dozens of variations of assault rifles, 
shotguns, submachine guns, battle rifles, designated marksman's 
rifles, light and heavy machine guns, and pistols. He had fired all 
kinds of explosive ordnance weapons like grenade and rocket 
launchers, as well as high-end experimental weaponry like the Spartan 
Laser, rail guns, and some handheld gauss weaponry. 

The same applied to alien weaponry too. He'd picked up and used 
Covenant plasma rifles, plasma pistols, plasma repeaters, plasma 
launchers, plasma turrets, needlers, needier rifles, storm rifles, 
and fuel rod cannons. Then there were the various Promethean weapons 
he'd stumbled across on Requiem, such as lightrifles, boltshots, 
scattershot s , surpressors, and the hefty incineration cannon. 

But not one weapon he had ever, _ever_ fired in his entire life had 
as much recoil as 'Helmsbreaker' did. 



The Krogan shotgun went off like an artillery cannon. If Chief had 
been a normal Human he had no doubt that his wrists and hands would 
have shattered. Even as it were the nose of the shotgun kicked almost 
seventy degrees up and very hard to the right, the butt of the gun 
slamming into Chief's shoulder plate. Mercifully, Cortana had the 
reaction speed necessary to completely cut his audio receptors out, 
saving him from certain inner ear damage as a result of the blast of 
the weapon in such a tightly enclosed space. 

As for the Brute, well, the Brute simplyaCl stopped. All of that 
weight, all of that momentum was halted dead in its tracks courtesy 
of Newton's third law of motion: For every action there is an equal 
and opposite reaction. 

When the smoke and fire cleared Chief was able to see that in 
addition to stonewalling the Brute, there was also a significant 
chunk of its chest armor that was missing. He reached to the armored 
compartment in his belt that contained his spare thermal clips, drew 
one out, and slammed it home in Helmsbreaker ' s waiting empty 
receiver. Readying himself for the ensuing recoil, he sighted the 
same spot on the Brute's chest where the first blast had hid and 
fired again, all in about a second flat. 

Helmsbreaker roared once again, a storm of superheated, supersonic 
pellets slamming into the Brute. The beast staggered backwards, 
letting out a pained grunt. The hole in its chest was gaping now. 
Chief could see in a couple of places where the pellets had 
penetrated all the way through. Black viscous blood had spurted all 
the way to the surrounding walls and ceiling, the liquid dripping 
throughout the Reaper husk's wounds like a dark ichor. 

The Master Chief reloaded and fired again. Hitting the same spot as 
the previous two rounds, this salvo ripped away any remaining armor 
and vulnerably interior bits and blew them out of the Brute's back. 
The monster collapsed backwards, three foot wide hole in it's chest 
obviously taking the place of some of its vital organs. 

The multi-ton Brute sunk into the muddy wastewater with a sucking 
thud and a breathy sigh as the last of its 'life' escaped it. The 
Spartan reloaded Helmsbreaker, strode over to the fallen Brute and 
without hesitation blew its head clean off. 

He reloaded, returned the Krogan shotgun to his lower back, and drew 
his ACS. An icon Cortana was displaying in his HUD signaled that 
Shepard and his squad were currently engaged in heavy combat. Judging 
by the continuation of the muffled explosions and shaking rumbles he 
guessed that Grunt and his company were as well. 

"Send out a sitrep, " Chief told Cortana, intending for her to relay 
the message to Shepard and Grunt when circumstances permitted. 
"Engaged and destroyed reserve force of forty-nine Husks as well as 
the fourth, untracked Brute. Proceeding to objective." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"LZ is contested. Two groups of assorted infantry in 
cover . "<p> 

"Roger. Viper, stand by for all-clear. Gunner, permission granted to 
engage . 



"Hooah Sarge. Viper-Heavy is in hot!" Senior Airman Koran Cehack 
depressed the firing stud on his stick and the Pelican gunship around 
him shook as a stream of 30mm high explosive rounds leapt from the 
tri-barreled chin cannon. The first group of infantry disappeared in 
a cloud of smoke and fire as the rounds exploded amongst their midst. 
With his crosshairs linked up to the center of his 
helmet-mounted-sight, Cehack deftly flicked his head to switch 
targets to the second group. The chin gun roared again and this group 
suffered the same fate as the first. 

Instead if waiting for the clouds of smoke and dust to dissipate, he 
switched his vision to thermals. One thing he had learned while 
fighting the Reapers is that they didn't give off heat signatures 
like regular living beings. Instead, almost all Reapers thermal 
signatures consisted of small, random clusters of high-heat areas 
that marked where their bodies were. These readings weren't always 
uniform, but they were easy to spot to the trained eye and certainly 
unique to the Reapers only. 

Since he saw none of these he lifted his left arm above his head to 
where his friend and pilot Flight Sergeant Dolton could see it. He 
gave Dolton a thumbs up, and over the squad comm channel heard him 
say, "Viper, LZ is clear. You are green for touchdown." 

"_Roger, beginning approach, was the reply from the Kodiak pilots 
Cortez . 

Koran cancelled the magnification on his targeting scopes, allowing 
him to see the 'flying brick' as he and Dolton jokingly called it 
make for the LZ from their holding position half a kilometer above 
the ground-to-orbit gun facility. 

"Commander, make sure everyone has their IR strobes on, " reminded 
Dolton . 

Shepard voice came back clear and crisp over their channel. "_Copy. 
We'll be assaulting the building immediately to our Northwest 
following touchdown. 

"Roger," Dolton replied, "We'll float around engaging targets of 
opportunity and supporting the Krogan ' s main assault unless you need 
us otherwise . " 

Shepard didn't respond verbally, only clicking the comm once in an 
_af f irmat ive_, likely because the Kodiak touched down and his squad 
was rushing out and setting up to assault said building. 

Dolton switched over to their Pelican's private channel. "I'm going 
to move us to support Aralakh Company. Cortana's in their comms, she 
said she'd pipe requests for air support directly to you Koran. 

Brutes are priority targets, if you see any of those fuckers blast 
them to hell . " 

"Got it Sam." 

The frame of the stealth gunship vibrated as Dolton maneuvered the 
invisible craft towards the Krogan assault. Aiming to take draw out 
the brunt of the Reapers defending the gun complex Aralakh Company 
was advancing right up the central road leading into the complex. 



aiming to fight through and clear the road, its branching alleyways, 
and the surrounding buildings on their way to the reactor room. As 
Dolton flew the gunship closer to the action Cehack kept his 
targeting sight zoomed out, trying to take take in the entirety of 
the battle. 

Aralakh Company's four Tomkahs were rolling down the main road slowly 
in a single file line, heavy mass accelerators mounted on their roofs 
blasting away at entrenched Reaper positions. The majority of the 
Aralakh Krogan were advancing right alongside the heavy APCs 
providing infantry support, split into a dozen or so groups where 
half would provide covering fire while the other half advanced. Every 
so often a squad of two or four would split off and rush down an 
alleyway or breach through an adjacent building, no doubt to root out 
the defending Reaper forces. 

It as slow going though. The Reapers were dug in deep, squads of 
Cannibals centered around one or two Marauders posted in defensive 
positions on the ground amongst the debris and within the inner 
floors or roofs of surrounding building. Though they didn't seem to 
possess anything other than small arms, the Reaper infantry were 
laying heavy fire down onto the Krogan, hoping to use their advantage 
in numbers to drown the attackers in mass accelerator fire. It was a 
testament to Krogan resilience and stubbornness that they were even 
advancing at all. 

_Time to break the lid open,_ thought Cehack . He sighted a group of 
twenty Reaper troops near the back of the defensive line taking cover 
behind a large collapsed pillar, ducking up and down to take shots at 
Aralakh. His targeting scope automatically adjusted the gun sights 
for range, elevation, and windage, so he aligned his HUD crosshairs 
on the far left of the group. 

He fired, moving his eyes across the Reaper line. Not a second later 
the gunship 's cannon rounds impacted with deadly force, the stream of 
high explosive shells following Cehack ' s eye movement and raking 
across the pillar. The Senior Airman was already searching for a new 
targets before the smoke had even cleared from his first burst, as he 
knew from experience that they couldn't have survived. 

His gaze shot towards a glaring red 'X' on his visor, the symbol 
projected right above the hulking armored mass of a Brute that had 
charged out of a half-demolished building a hundred yards from the 
frontmost Krogan troops. _Bingo_. His thumb shot down his stick to 
the button that controlled the firing of the M68 Gauss Cannon mounted 
alongside the 30mm chingun. He made sure his crosshairs were 
deadcenter on the now-charging Brute, then pressed the button under 
his thumb. 

The 25xl30mm slug travelling at just under Mach 40 as it left the 
barrel reached its target near-instantaneously . The exceptional armor 
penetration caused by the projectile's great velocity meant that the 
Brute's armor plating might as well had been tissue paper. The Reaper 
hulk fell, smoking hole replacing most of center mass. Cehack shifted 
his aim slightly upwards and fired again, taking off the beast's 
upper torso and head, ensuring it was dead. 

"Good kill," acknowledged Dolton. 


Cechak kept searching for targets. He found a group of five Marauders 



running through open aired building with no ceiling, and instead of 
walls had several large, thick pillars composing the outer edges. He 
could see how the Marauders were advancing from pillar to pillar, and 
based on their direction of travel Cehack assumed that they were 
trying to make it to a position to flank a lead squad of Krogan on 
the left side of their advance. With the pillars offering too much 
cover Cehack said to Dolton, "Get me a top-down shot on this 
group . " 

Cechak blinked three times on the group, highlighting the targets in 
Dolton's HUD for him to see. "Copy." 

The gunship roared as Dolton maneuvered them forwards, Cehack looking 
down on the group of sneaky Marauders in just a couple of seconds. 
They never stood a chance, the burst of high-explosive shells Cehack 
rained down on them insured that . 

Cehack ' s comm crackled, and the smooth, calm voice of Cortana filled 
his ears. "_Fire Mission: Grid reference 6JHG1746382746 . Top floor of 
four-story building filled with Reapers, too high for Tomkah heavy 
guns to target. "_ 

"Roger, we're on it," said Dolton, hearing the same thing Cehack had 
heard and spinning the Pelican around to face the target. "See 
it?" 


"Affirmative, " Cehack replied. The building was hard to miss, given 
that it was the tallest thing in the complex other than the massive 
surf ace-to-space guns. If he remembered from the short briefing 
before the mission this building served as the observation center for 
the complex, and was not necessary to their objective. "Arming 
Anvils . " 

With his left hand Cehack reached to a side panel and flipped one of 
four particular red switches that disengaged the safety locks of 
Anvil missile pod one. His sighting apparatus changed slightly to 
signify that his missiles were armed, and he made sure that the 
ceiling of the fourth floor was center in his crosshairs. He 
depressed the firing stud on his stick and a missile shot foward, 
breaking the gunship 's stealth field just in front of the pod for the 
briefest of moments. 

In a testament to Krogan engineering, the ceiling didn't collapse 
after the first missile expended its explosive payload over the rough 
concrete, but it did after the second. The Reaper firing halted 
abruptly as those inside were crushed by falling pieces of ceiling or 
killed by the explosive force and overpressure from the second Anvil 
missile. As a finishing touch Cechak raked the area with cannonfire 
just to be sure. 

The Krogan advance had halted. Not because of the efforts of the 
enemy, but rather they had reached their objective of the reactor 
room and were shifting their forces to secure and activate it. 
Hopefully Shepard's squad and the Master Chief finished their 
objectives soon as well, then they could blow that goddamned Reaper 
Destroyer out of the sky. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The Master Chief took a final look around the control room, wisps 



of smoke and heat drifting from his ACS, bodies of Cannibals and 
Marauders littering the floor from their brief and decidedly 
one-sided f iref ight . <p> 

"Where?" he asked. 

"There." Cortina highlighted a lit up console near the center of the 
room. Chief strode over to it and simply reached out his hand, the 
advancements made in his Mjolnir Mk . VIII no longer requiring him to 
remove Cortana's chip and physically insert it in order to have her 
gain access to systems. Instead, she extended an electrical current 
between Chief's suit and the console and transferred the necessary 
processing subroutines. 

They were the last step. Aralakh company had secured and activated 
the complex's reactor, providing power for the facility, while 
Shepard had secured and turned on the electrical substation which 
controlled the power surges to the surf ace-to-orbit gun capacitors. 
All Cortana had to do was aim, fire, and exterminate the Reaper with 
extreme prejudice. 

"I'm in. Damn! This could be a bit of an issue." She cursed not out 
of anger or stress, but rather what Chief thought was 
annoyance . 

"What?" 

"The Reaper's moving, it knows we have control of the guns. It's 
attempting to evade." 

"Understood. What's Plan B?" 

"No need. Plan A is still a go," she clarified. "It's moving, but 
it's not going to escape. I just won't be able to get more than one 
salvo on it . " 

"Will that be enough?" 

"I hope so. Should soften them up for our friends in space. We'll 


The end of Cortana's sentence coincided with the floor beneath 
Chief's feet shaking as the six jutting gun turrets moved for the 
first time in over a thousand years. Cortana's subroutines directed 
the guns to their aiming points, the rumbling of the complex halting 
once they arrived there. Their absurdly large mass accelerator coils 
beginning to spin up as the guns made final adjustments before 
locking into position. 

"Firing . " 

Wrex wasn't wrong, the Krogan built to last. None of the guns failed, 
and six cracks of lightning shot out from the barrels of the 
surf ace-to-orbit guns. Chief watched them arc through the sky towards 
their target, knowing that their ultimate objective for the operation 
was now out of his hands. 

xxxxxxxxxxxx 

From his elevated command platform at the rear of the _Aethonox_'s 



bridge Captain Praetus watched as six heavy mass accelerator slugs 
slammed into their target Reaper Destroyer. The first four 
disintegrated off the Reaper's kinetic barrier. The fifth shattered 
the protective layer completely, fragments of the main projectile 
embedding deep within the death-black armor plating. 

The sixth projectile struck just below the Destroyer's central 
section, the kinetic force of the round coring all the way through 
the Reaper and bringing a myriad of internal electrical components, 
armor plating, and mechanical fluid with it bursting out the other 
side . 

Captain Praetus nodded slightly. Considering that they were only 
getting one salvo it could have been better, but it certainly could 
have been worse. "It's wounded, but not dead. It's up to us to finish 
it off. Gunnery, fire at will upon designated weak points. _Dachtrus, 
Hellifax, Normandy, _begin your attack runs." 

Praetus let the chorus of "Aye Aye"s and "Af f irmative"s wash over 
him, feeling the vibrations travel through his legs as his Assault 
Carrier's main gun started to fire and watching on the holomap in 
front of him as the three Frigates started in their attack vectors. 
His two Turian Frigates would attack from the front in diverging 
directions, while the _Normandy _would be attacking from the 'left' 
flank unseen because of her stealth capabilities. Meanwhile, the 
_Aethonox _would attempt to stay at range and pound the Reaper into 
oblivion with its mass accelerator. 

"Hit. On target. Minor surface damage." 

"Keep target area. Fire." 

"Hit. Thirty-odd meters off target." 

"Adjust aim. Fire." 

"Hit. On target. Major surface damage." 

"Keep on target. Fire." 

Captain Praetus regarded the conversation coming from the gunnery 
station absentmindedly . Not to say that it wasn't important, but 
rather his mind was focused elsewhere, particularly on the movements 
of his two Frigates. They had the far more dangerous jobs, engaging 
the Destroyer at close range with Thanix Cannons and Disruptor 
Torpedoes, but without the stealth advantage held by the _Normandy_. 
Even though the surf ace-to-orbital gun salvo heavily damaged the 
Reaper, the mission was likely suicide. Praetus would have much 
preferred to be more cautious with the fates of his smaller ships, 
but they needed all the firepower they could get. So he had given the 
order anyway, and his eyes were now glued on the holomap. 

Luckily the Reaper Destroyer had expended its Oculus complement in 
fighter skirmishes which the Turians had won beforehand, so they 
weren't harassed as they approached attack range. However, from prior 
experience Praetus knew that the Reaper Destroyer's main weapon and 
their own Thanix Cannons had similar ranges, yet the Reaper could 
only target one Frigate at a time. The other would be able to get 
closer, release their torpedoes, and perhaps even get off another 
Thanix salvo, adding to the accumulative damage being dealt. 



Praetus watched as the _Dachtrus_ and the _Hellifax_ fired their 
Thanix cannons, then frowned as the _Dachtrus_ exploded upon impact 
from the Reaper's magnetohydrodynamic beam, taking the lives of 
seventy-four Turians with it. A second later the crackling blue 
Thanix projectiles impacted just above the Reaper's main eye complex, 
where military intelligence had determined that the main core of 
Reaper Destroyers' vital functions were housed. Coincidentally, this 
was the same spot that the _Aethonox_'s mass accelerator slugs had 
been pounding on, so when the Thanix rounds impacted they did so in a 
spot with already weakened armor. 

The liquid alloys of iron, uranium, and tungsten suspended in an 
electromagnet ic field and accelerated to deadly velocities slammed 
into the Reaper with devastating effect. The remaining armor was 
blown apart, exposing the vulnerable inner components of the Reaper 
for the Thanix rounds to wreak havoc upon. Multiple small explosions 
started rippling amongst the Destroyer's main body, but the Reaper 
wasn't finished yet. It fired again, a glancing blow that still took 
the back third off of the _Hellifax_ and rendered it disabled before 
it managed to get off its torpedo salvo. The _Aethonox_ fired again, 
and the Reaper seemed to stagger as the kinetic energy bled into it, 
the last hit having damaged it's maneuvering drives. 

The killing blow would come from the _Normandy_. Waiting for the 
right chance to strike, the large Frigate rushed in with its own 
Thanix blast, near severing the Reaper into two halves. Before it 
boosted away the _Normandy_ released its complement of Javelin 
torpedoes, the fast travelling guided projectiles seeking out opened 
holes throughout the Reaper and detonating within the armored shell. 
The _Aethonox_ fired again, but whether or not the round did anything 
was lost in the large explosion as the Reaper's internal systems 
failed in a catastrophic display. 

His bridge crew erupted in brief cheers, and even Praetus allowed 
himself a smile. "Good work men. Get rescue teams out to the 
_Hellifax_, and get me a line to the Commandant. Our work's not over 
yet . " 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>I deeply appreciate everyone for your continued support! 
Thanks for making this story as successful as it has 
been ! <strong> 


26. Chapter 26: Tuchanka Pt IV 

**Author's Note: The conclusion to the Tuchanka Arc.** 

**Special thanks to my beta JonHarper, and my lovely 
girlfriend . * * 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine.** 
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><pXstrong>Inf inity Effect Chapter 26: Tuchanka Pt IV<strong> 



"Now that's what I call Krogan hospitality! Hahaha ! " 


As Shepard crossed back into the threshold of their impromptu command 
center located in the heart of The Hollows, he couldn't help but 
offer a small smile at his friend Wrex ' s jubilation. The assault on 
the surf ace-to-orbit gun complex had gone off without a hitch. All 
involved had completed their objectives in a timely manner, and the 
only casualties suffered came from two dead and four walking wounded 
from Aralakh company. None from his own team thankfully. Meanwhile, 
the Reaper in orbit was no longer a threat, various lifeless bits and 
pieces now captured in Tuchanka ' s gravitational pull and awaiting the 
moment until they burn up in the atmosphere. 

Wrex strode over to Shepard and the two grasped forearms. The burly 
Krogan exposed his sharp teeth in a smile, saying, "Knew I could 
count on all of you. How did Grunt do?" 

The commander of Aralakh Company wasn't present, instead having 
chosen to organize his unit's inclusion into the main Krogan assault 
line that along with the Turian ground forces, would assault the 
Shroud head-on. It was more important for Shepard to be here anyways, 
as it would be his team making the _real_ assault on the Shroud while 
the Krogan and Turians distracted the Reapers. 

"He performed admirably," Shepard responded truthfully. Indeed, 
Aralakh company had taken everything the Reapers had thrown at them 
and returned it twofold. 

"Good to see that he's still rising to the challenge," Wrex said. "I 
got a lot of flak putting a tank-bred in charge of that unit. Where's 
the rest of your squad?" 

Shepard pointed his thumb over his shoulder back towards the entrance 
he had come in. "Back that way restocking on ammo or other supplies 
from our shuttles." Or in the case of the Master Chief, replacing the 
heavy weapon that had been destroyed during his encounter with the 
Brute . 

The Commander still almost couldn't believe what the Spartan had told 
him in his brief report. Fought a Brute, one of the most heavily 
armored and dangerous Reaper ground units they had yet encountered in 
this war, in _close quarters combat_, and _won_. The way the Chief 
had nonchalantly reported it made it seem like killing a Brute with 
bare hands and a shotgun was just a typical afternoon to him, and not 
the awe-inspiring feat that Shepard thought it was. Although, to a 
Spartan maybe it _was _comparable to a typical afternoon. He had read 
the briefings Cortana had provided on the Covenant war and battles 
the Spartans had fought in. He'd been able to see clear hints that 
there was more to the story, and to the Spartans, than what the 
heavily edited reports stated. Given what he'd just been told, his 
appraisal of the Chief and the Spartans in general went up another 
notch . 

His train of thought was interrupted by Commandant Praetus barging in 
through the entrance on the other side of their command center. There 
were a few additions to her armor, a small submachine gun strapped to 
her right hip in addition with the collapsed Phaeston on her back, 
some extra thermal clips, and a device placed on her shoulder with a 
short antenna sticking just past her shoulder that Shepard assumed 



was comms gear. It was obvious she was in a hurry, as she strode up 
to the central holotable and set her helmet down to the side with a 
_thud_, sending a minor electronic ripple through the holograms 
displayed on the table. Cortana, who was sitting cross-legged just 
outside their operational map, gave a short disapproving look towards 
the Turian officer. 

"Aerial recon is reporting some Reaper ground units advancing across 
our approach vectors. I'm guessing they're trying to establish 
forward positions, trying to steal the initiative from us. Let's make 
this quick," Praetus said, speaking quickly yet clearly. 

Cortana stood up, starting to mosey around the holotable, fingers 
flicking towards spots on the ground that designated points of 
interest. The first few gestures produced the topographical 
information relevant to them: the desert plains and small, ruined 
villages between The Hollows and the Shroud, the small mountain chain 
bordering the east side of their map also running from The Hollows to 
the Shroud, the old highway running along said mountain range, the 
entrance to the underground ruins of the Krogan City Shepard and his 
group would sneak through, and the ancient shrine to Kalros just 
outside the boundaries of the Shroud. 

From the next few gestures came the Reaper forces they knew about, 
the various groupings of infantry in their defensive positions, the 
new group Praetus had mentioned that had abandoned their trenches to 
try and found forwards position, and finally, the menacing Reaper 
Destroyer itself. Lastly came the virtual representations of Tomkahs, 
Turian armor, air support assets, and the various allied infantry 
units . 

Shepard and Wrex put their game faces on, the former opting to circle 
around the table to get a better view of the information presented in 
all its entirety, the latter leaning heavily on the rim of the table 
with both arms. From the other side of the table Commandant Praetus 
matched Wrex ' s stance, eyes focused on the holographic representation 
of their allied forces. 

"I've made sure that every unit is in position and ready to move out. 
This area, these large plains and these three small villages, along 
with the Shroud, we'll label Theater A. The mountain chain, the 
highway that runs alongside it, the entrance to that ruined city, and 
the Kalros shrine we'll mark as Theater B, " said Praetus. Cortana 
added said labels as the Turian talked. She continued, saying, "Even 
if we set out within the next five minutes those Reapers that are 
moving forwards are going to reach the closest village to the Shroud 
before we could, so that will be our first obstacle to overcome in 
Theater A . " 

"Why can't we wipe them out with gunships or strafing runs from your 
fighters?" asked Shepard. 

"Too dangerous. They would be in clear range of the Reaper and the 
only targets around. We'll deal with them when our advance reaches 
the village," said Praetus. "Anyways, we'll be advancing in a 
staggered line, Krogan in front like you requested Wrex, with my 
troops trailing slightly behind. Our Talon gunships will be shadowing 
even farther behind since the Reapers still have some Oculus fighters 
they can throw at us, and I want enough of a buffer so our 
interceptors could respond if needed." 



Praetus pointed towards the mountain highway. "Now, while the main 
force is advancing through Theater A, your special group will be 
taking the highway to the entrance of the ruins, right?" 

Wrex nodded. "Aralakh Company will be escorting us. Luckily, the 
mountain range will block us from the Reaper's sight. Once we reach 
the entrance, Shepard's squad, four Krogan from Aralakh, and myself 
will enter the city." 

"Only four extra Krogan?" asked Praetus. 

"Yep. Supposed to be an infiltration mission, remember? Only 
Aralakh 's scouts are coming with us, and they know how to be quiet. 
The rest of Aralakh will rejoin the main assault, " said 
Wrex . 

"You're coming as well? I thought you would be leading the main 
assault alongside the Commandant, " questioned Shepard. 

"No offense meant to you Shepard, but those Maw Hammers are old 
fashioned. It'll take some _real_ Krogan strength to activate them," 
the head of Urdnot answered. 

Shepard gave him a raised eyebrow. "And the four scouts from Aralakh 
aren't real Krogan?" 

"Of course they are," replied Krogan, sneering. "It takes two to lift 
the Hammers. I'm coming as a failsafe. And because I want a front row 
seat when Kalros kicks the everloving pyjack-shit out of that 
Reaper . " 

Shepard couldn't help but chuckle. He didn't expect anything less 
from his old friend. 

"Just remember, " interjected Praetus, "The effectiveness of our 
distraction relies on the timeliness in which you complete your 
mission. The longer you take, the more Turians and Krogans will die 
to the Destroyer's main weapon." 

Shepard and Wrex nodded somberly. 

"Aralakh 's head scout Jax knows the ruins like the trigger of his 
Graal . He'll get us through quick," assured Wrex. 

"I've downloaded as much information about the ruins as I could 
find," added Cortana, "So I'll be able to help as well." 

"The only real holdups that might come are if we run into Reaper 
troops in Kalros' shrine," said Wrex, "But they won't last 
long . " 

"Alright. Sounds like we're all settled," said Praetus, picking her 
helmet back off the table. 

"What about Mordin and Eve?" asked Shepard. "Where are they in all of 
this ? " 

"Here, safe and out of the way," said Wrex resolutely. "I was hoping 
that once the Reaper is taken care of they could hop on over to the 



shroud on one of your shuttles Shepard, since you won't be using them 
for this op . " 


Shepard nodded his head. "Yeah, that's fine. I'll notify 
Cortez . " 

"I'm heading back to my command vehicle. Wrex, we'll await your word 
to begin our advance." Praetus nodded at Shepard and Wrex, pivoted on 
her heel, and strode out of the room. 

Wrex pushed himself off of the holotable. "Meet you at the 
Tomkahs . " 

The Urdnot Krogan followed in Commandant Praetus' wake, leaving 
Shepard alone in the command chamber. He took one last look at the 
holotable, saw Cortana wink out of existence, then turned to get back 
to his squad in The Hollows open ground. They were all standing there 
waiting for him, rearmed and resupplied. 

"We moving out?" asked James, rocking back and forth on the balls of 
his feet in a small display of anxiousness. Cortana had been piping 
the audio from the short briefing to James, Previa, Garrus, and 
Chief, and providing visual aids when able. 

"Yes. Everybody ready?" Shepard was met with nods all around, and he 
motioned for them to fall in behind them. It was a short jog to the 
vehicle bay where Aralakh and their four Tomkahs were waiting, and 
Wrex waved them over to one at the end. He was the only Krogan in 
sight, Shepard presumed that the rest were buttoned up in their 
vehicles . 

"We'll be in this one," Wrex said when they reached him, waving a 
hand at the massive vehicle in front of them. "Let's go." 

There was an access ramp extended for them, and the group made their 
way into the interior of the Tomkah. Surprisingly it wasn't too 
cramped to Shepard, likely because the armored vehicle was designed 
with Krogan in mind and not humans. They all took seats and fastened 
safety harnesses, Shepard recognizing the profiles of Aralakh 's head 
scout Jax and another Krogan scout whose name he didn't know. The 
access ramp closed with the mechanical hiss of a seal and Wrex 
pounded on the metal inside of the Tomkah. 

The massive engine in the front of the vehicle roared to life and 
without pause they lurched forwards. The ride passed in relative 
conversational silence, differing only from an approach to an LZ in 
Cortez's shuttle by how much more bumpy the ride was. He remembered 
Wrex telling him when he had first rode in one that passenger comfort 
wasn't a chief concern of the Krogan. 

Shepard wondered what was happening in Theater A. They were probably 
engaged with the frontmost Reaper ground troops, waiting for the sign 
that the infiltration team had started on its way before advancing on 
the main Reaper holdings around the Shroud. 

The Tomkah jerked to a stop, accompanied by the hissing jets of air 
that were expended as the vehicle lowered closer to the ground on its 
suspension. The access ramp they were familiar with extended, along 
with a similar one farther towards the front. 



"Everyone out!" Wrex exclaimed, punching the quick release on his 
seat straps and jumping from his chair. They all piled out of the 
Tomkah, Shepard taking in the surroundings as his boots hit pavement 
at the bottom of the access ramp and scanned his surroundings. 

The mountain range was directly in front of them, jagged peaks of 
dusty red and brown rock jutting into the air. The familiar 
pockmarked and burned hulls of the four Tomkahs of Aralakh Company 
had all stopped, arranged in a single-file line, each ten meters 
apart from the next. The Krogan that were embarked on said Tomkahs 
had dismounted and formed a perimeter around the halted convoy. 

The distant sounds of battle from the desert plains of Theater A 
echoed off of the mountain faces and back towards them, which when 
combined with the whistling wind surrounded them in an eerie 
atmosphere. Small arms and heavy cannon fire, explosions of varying 
intensity, even the occasional roar or scream of pain. All came out 
in stark clarity even at this range. It just made the mission just 
that more poignant to them. 

Movement towards the back of the convey caught Shepard's eye, three 
Krogan jogging towards him and Wrex. _Must be the scouts, _he 
thought, swiveling his head to the other direction and seeing one 
more Krogan approaching from the front of the convoy. 

Suddenly, a series of thundering supersonic booms crashed over them. 
Shepard's eyes shot up into the sky where he saw a squadron of Turian 
fighters rushing down from low orbit to engage a few Reaper Oculi 
that had finally decided to make themselves known. He had heard that 
fighter combat was one aspect of this war where _they_ had the 
advantage, and it quickly showed. Outnumbered and outclassed by the 
skill of the Turian pilots, the Oculus fighters were swatted out of 
the air like flies. A particular Turian interceptor Shepard was 
watching stitched the right side of an Oculus with mass accelerator 
fire, setting the mechanical construct aflame and spiraling out of 
control. Now lacking the capability for any kind of maneuvering, the 
Reaper fighter's burning husk set along the path designed for it by 
natureaO 1 right - towards - Shepard. 

_You have got to be kidding me_, thought Shepard, incredulously. 
_Shit_. He turned towards Wrex, his squad, and the four scouts that 
had just arrived in the group. "We have to move! NOW!" 

If there's one thing that people who had worked with the Commander 
knew, it was that when he yelled an order in the way that he had just 
bellowed, he really meant to do it, _now_. Obviously having seen the 
approaching Oculus on a collision course for their location, the 
others of their designated infiltration group abandoned any hope of a 
short meeting to discuss and finalize their plans before descending 
into the underground city ruins. Instead, they turned towards the 
decrepit entrance, large stone door just a short hop off the side of 
the onramp, and ran like hell. 

They weren't fast enough. The rearmost Tomkah attempted to divert or 
destroy the Oculus with a shot from its top-mounted heavy mass 
accelerator, but the gunner was off target. The Reaper Husk skipped 
off of the top of the second Tomkah in the convoy, the one in which 
Shepard's squad and Wrex had been riding it, shearing off its heavy 
mass accelerator in the process, and hurled not ten meters above them 
into the mountain face. Bits of rock and metal pinged off of 



Shepard's shields and the armor of the Tomkah behind them when the 
Oculus promptly exploded, but that wasn't the most concerning thing 
that happened. 

As one could probably expect based on the look of their planet, 
environmental conservation and protection had not been high on the 
old Krogan ' s list. When constructing the highway that Shepard and 
company were currently on they had unceremoniously blasted the path 
out of the mountain with explosives, and rather crudely at that. Not 
much or no attention was paid to things like minor fault lines, 
points of potential collapse, high-risk rockslide areas, or other 
dangerous things to ignore. The result of all of this was that the 
rockface of the orange-red mountain surrounding the entrance to the 
ancient Krogan city was just one minor physical manipulation away 
from total, catastrophic collapse. 

The near super-sonic impact of the Reaper Oculus was definitely _not. 
a minor physical manipulation. 

From his position near the back of the group all sprinting towards 
the ruin entrance, Wrex close besides him, Shepard could only watch 
in horror as a tidal fall of rocks cascading down the mountainside 
right towards them. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>Grunting in discomfort and effort, the Master Chief picked 
himself off the ground. An alarm warbling in his ear signaled the 
complete depletion of his shield, but other than a few scratches on 
his armor the Spartan was physically fine. He had been running full 
tilt towards the entrance of the ancient Krogan ruins, dodging 
falling rocks and boulders, when the ground collapsed underneath him 
and sent him tumbling downwards. He heard the rustle of motion behind 
him and he flipped his head around to look, flicking on his powerful 
headlamp beams to illuminate where he was looking. <p> 

James, Previa, and two Krogan, one of whom he recognized as Aralakh's 
head scout Jax, were getting up to their knees and feet slowly, 
groaning or coughing. Their own helmetlamps flicked on, adding to 
their light sources. He saw one Krogan figure lying prone, head 
horribly caved in by a large rock or boulder, obviously dead. To his 
left Garrus announced himself with an audible wince of pain, and when 
Chief looked over he saw the Turian sitting up yet hunched over, both 
hands covering his midsection. 

Recognizing the signs of a wounded soldier when he saw one. Chief 
slid over to Vakarian and gestured for him to remove his hands so he 
could see. It wasn't good, but it wasn't bad. A piece of metal 
shrapnel, likely from the Oculus, had embedded itself in Garrus' gut, 
nearly three inches of the piece extending outwards from his armor. 
Cortana was forwarding medical diagnostics from Garrus' armor to his 
own HUD, and he learned that the shrapnel had luckily missed the 
stomach, liver, and kidneys, but had grazed his large 
intestines . 

"Previa, get over here, " Chief said, and the Armiger Turian Medic 
scampered over, stumbling once or twice over some rocky debris. As 
she approached she reached for the medical pack on her lower back, 
reached again, and again as she grasped nothing but air. Her helmeted 
head spun around and she said with alarm, "My medical pack is 



gone ! " 

Chief took a look around their surroundings both to try and find the 
medic's bag, and to figure out where they had ended up. Though the 
air was thick with dust his advanced vision systems allowed him to 
see clearly around. By his guess they a dozen or so meters inside the 
entrance to the Krogan ruins. To their front and sides were long, 
bare walls and ceilings that reached inwards towards the inners of 
the lost city, towards pitch black darkness. Directly behind them was 
a mass of rock that Chief found had blocked them off from the real 
entrance, the highway, and Aralakh company. Previa 's medic bag was 
nowhere to be found, likely buried under the thousands of pounds of 
rock that now isolated them. 

He turned towards the female Turian and shook his head, seeing Previa 
open and close her fists in frustration. She then reached into a 
compartment on her thigh armor, withdrawing a small pen-looking 
device. She jabbed one one of the pen into a slot on Garrus ' upper 
leg, pressing a button on top. "All of my medical equipment was in 
that pack. Medigel, dressings, cutters, I've only got 
painkillers . " 

Chief made his way back to Garrus, idea having hatched in his head. 
The wounded Turian had laid his head back and was breathing heavily 
as the pain-blocking medicine started to course throughout his 
system, numbing the bite of some of the pain. Pressing his thumb to 
the side of his forefinger and depressing a certain button, the 
energy blade of his left gauntlet snapped to life. He aligned the 
blade carefully, then cut into the piece of shrapnel as close to 
Garrus' armor as he could manage. Catching the falling piece with his 
other hand as the super-heated blade finished cutting through, he 
tossed it away and withdrew a can of biofoam from his belt. 

"Will this kill him?" Chief asked Cortana on their private line, 
knowing about the amino acid difference between the Turians and the 
Humans for which biofoam was designed for. 

"No. It's a neutral substance, thankfully," she answered quickly. 
"Should work as well on him as it does human beings." 

Chief looked through Garrus' clear faceplate, warning, "This is going 
to be cold . " 

"Alright, " the Turian responded. His voice was still strong and calm 
despite his wound. 

The Spartan applied the biofoam, the self-sealing and hardening 
substance packing the wound around the shrapnel, stopping the 
bleeding, and would prevent any more movement of the metal still in 
his body. To his credit, Garrus didn't make a sound. Chief used the 
whole can, knowing he had three more still available, sending the 
empty metal cylinder clanging along the concrete floor in the same 
direction as the piece of metal he had cut earlier. "Is anyone else 
injured? " 

James, Previa, and the two Krogan shook their heads in response to 
Chief's inquiry. 

"Weapons check. Make sure nothing's broken," Chief said, withdrawing 
his ACS from his back and surveying it carefully. Finding nothing out 



of the order, he repeated the process with his Spartan Laser, his 
Magnum, and the Krogan shotgun ' Helmsbreaker . ' Everything was still 
in one piece. 

"All good here Chief, " Vega said. 

"Likewise. Weapons look functional," added Previa. 

"It'll take more than a couple hundred tons of falling rock to break 
my Graal, " head Aralakh scout Jax rumbled. 

The Krogan that Chief didn't know brandished his Striker Assault 
Rifle and said, "Rifle looks fine." 

"What's your name soldier?" Chief asked. 

"Khav, " he responded, "Third Platoon scout." 

"Call me Chief, " the Spartan said. "Garrus? What about 
you? " 

Vakarian tossed his Phaeston onto the dusty floor like as if it were 
a secondhanded trinket of non-importance. Even in its compact form. 
Chief could see the front half bent at a twenty-five degree angle. It 
was useless. "My Mantis is still intact, and I still have my 
sidearm . " 

"Have you been able to reach Shepard?" Chief asked Cortana. 

"No. Wrex neither, nor the rest of Aralakh," she responded 
sadly . 

Chief grimaced. Hopefully the Commander, Wrex, and the rest of 
Aralakh weren't lying crushed under the massive rockslide they had 
just barely managed to escape. Perhaps it was just a communicat ions 
problem . 

"What now?" asked Vega. 

The answer was obvious to the Master Chief. "We continue our 
objective . " 

"At half strength?" asked Previa, not the only one aware of the fact 
that the absence of Shepard, Wrex, and the two other Krogan scouts 
represented a substantial reduction in available firepower. 

"Half strength is better than no strength, " Chief stated. "Theater A 
is counting on us to ring those maw hammers, and that's what we're 
going to do . " 

"Ha, I like your attitude Spartan," chuckled Jax. "Nothing ever comes 
from inaction." 

The head scout slapped his comrade Khav's shoulder, saying, "We'll 
follow you, Helmsbreaker." 

With the two Krogan throwing in their support behind the Master 
Chief, he realized that he had taken impromptu command of the group. 
Both James and Previa were looking up at him, waiting for Chief to 
give them more concrete orders. Even Garrus, who was considered by 



all to be Shepards second-in-command, was looking at him through his 
visor and waiting for his words. His wounds and the resulting combat 
ineffectiveness that came with them might have expedited his 
difference to the Spartan, but even so. Chief found it 
encouraging . 

"Can you stand?" Chief asked Garrus . 

"I'll try," replied the Turian. Using his Mantis as a prop to help 
him push off the ground, Garrus surely but gingerly got to his feet. 
He stretched, mandibles pressed together in a silent grimace as he 
tried to work the muscles affected by his lower abdomen injury. 
"Doesn't hurt too bad. What was that stuff you 
used? " 

" B i o f o am . " 

Garrus nodded. "Should be able to walk, even jog. Running though, 
that might be difficult." 

"We need to get moving," said Jax. "Our brothers are dying while 
we're milling about." 

"Let me stay here. Cover the rear," implored Garrus. "I'll just slow 
you down . " 

"Negative," Chief responded almost immediately. "Not leaving you by 
yourself, especially when you're wounded. Jax, you know the way, 
you're on point. The rest of us behind single-file in this order: 
Khav, James, Garrus with Previa right besides him, then me in the 
rear . Let ' s go . " 

Jax started down the hallway in front of them, the rest of the group 
filling in behind him. The head scout had his Graal in one hand and 
his omni-tool active in the other, the hard orange light arranged in 
a map of the ruins. He lead them down the wide corridor, everyone's 
helmet and weapon lamps lighting up the previously dark chamber. The 
walls and ceilings were a rough, plain concrete, inelegant in every 
sense of the word, yet practical and durable. The floor was the same 
concrete material as the walls and ceilings, yet was tinted a darker 
black color, surface covered with coatings of dust and small debris 
that the group's boots kicked up into the stale air. 

They followed Jax down a number of unimportant corridors and small 
rooms, and around dozens of turns and twists with no issue. Chief 
noticed that in his HUD map their current corridor ended into 
darkness, where Cortana hadn't been able to access electronic 
records . 

"Large room ahead, be ready, " alerted Jax, obviously familiar with 
the upcoming room even if the electronic records weren't. 

As it turns out, 'large room' was an understatement. The space was 
circular and enormous, at least eighty meters wide and two hundred in 
length, with high, arching ceilings that tapered off in a singular 
point forty meters above them in the air. The floor, instead of 
concrete, looked to be marble, smooth, reflective surfaces dulled and 
dirtied by time. On one half of the circular wall, huge, chipped, and 
blanched frescoes showed images of a green, luscious world filled 
with grass, trees, and tall fields. Wide tables filled to near 



overflow with food and drink were set in the shade, laughing, 
feasting, joyous Krogan occupying the numerous benches. On the other 
half of the wall scenes of battle took center stage, Krogans 
portrayed in glorious combat with dozens of different kinds of 
ancient enemies. At the top of the room where the ceiling came to its 
point, a large yellow sun was painted, streaming golden rays of light 
down on the scenes of both battle and feast. 

However, the stunning visual imagery on the perimeters of the room 
wasn't even the most striking thing about the place. Hundreds of 
monuments, statues of Krogan, filled the floor space of the room. All 
were arranged in neat, uniform lines, large bases cementing the 
monuments to the marble floor. The statues were differentiated only 
by the material they were made by. Most were either rough granite, 
dark iron, or shining steel. There were a few that stood out greatly 
however, a dozen or so statues made of jet black onyx that seemed to 
absorb the light of their helmetlamps, a couple dark, almost 
pulsating red, and one that was obviously pure, shining gold. 

"What is this place?" asked Previa, head swiveling, no small amount 
of wonder in her voice. 

Jax turned to them, smiling sadly with his thin, reptilian lips. "A 
hallowed place. A mausoleum." 

"A Mausoleum?" parroted Vega disbelievingly , "But these look like 
statues. Aren't Mausoleums supposed to be tombs?" 

"The _chamber _is the Mausoleum," clarified Jax. "The _statues _are 
monuments to individual Krogan. Representative of their 
tombs . " 

"Mausoleuma€ 1 To what?" asked Cortana through Chief's helmet 
speakers, taking in as much data as she could via the Spartan's suit 
and physical senses. 

"This is the final resting place for the disciples of Kur, Ancient 
Krogan God of Honor," said Jax. He motioned for them all to follow, 
knowing they were on a timetable. "Upon death, loyal followers would 
be granted an eternity of glorious battle and extravagant 
feasts . " 

"Didn't know Krogan were religious," said Vega, casting mesmerized 
glances at the incredible workmanship of each towering, unmoving 
figure as Jax led the way to the other side of the room. 

"We aren't, not anymore. Not after the nuclear self-destruction of 
our society so many millennia ago, " Jax said, hints of sorrow laced 
in his words. "The last vestiges of Krogan religion died out with the 
introduction of the Genophage . Krogans took religion very seriously, 
devoting their entire life and all of their available time to it. 

With the Genophage, that time was needed just to try and survive, and 
reproduce . " 

"Why are some statues different in make than others?" asked Garrus as 
they passed by one of the black onyx figures. 

"The make of the statue represents the status each disciple had 
gained within the Order of Kur. The rarer the material, the higher 
status they obtained during their life," said Jax. 



Judging by Khav's swiveling head and agape mouth. Chief guessed that 
this was the Krogan ' s first time seeing this place as well. 


"And how did one reach higher status?" asked Previa. 

Jax grinned a toothy smile. "By killing one's foes in glorious, 
honorable combat of course." 

James pointed to the solitary, gold Krogan statue several rows over, 
but clearly visible as the light from the group caught and reflected 
off its shining surface. "So that guy? How many 'foes' did he 
defeat ? " 

"Supreme Battlemaster Krodtar Jurda. Defeated eight-thousand, four 
hundred and sixty-three foes in single combat before his death at 
one-thousand six-hundred and two years of age." 

Though the chamber and the succinct Krogan history lesson Jax was 
giving were certainly unique. Chief delegated most of the incoming 
information as background noise. Instead, his war-honed senses were 
observing the surroundings as one would a battlefield: identifying 
suitable cover, possible enemy avenues of attack, egress routes, 
ranges, elevations, lighting conditions, structural integrity of 
surrounding objects, et cetera. One thing that was clear to him was 
that though likely hundreds, if not thousands of years old, this 
chamber looked, _clean_. There was no dust on the floor like there 
was in the rest of the ancient, buried city, the statues were 
polished, and the torches in the scones around the outer walls 
weren't rotted away like they would be after such a long passage of 
time . 

"Someone's been here, recently," said Chief. 

"Yes. Me," answered Jax matter of factly. "I am the caretaker for 
this place, and the only one who knows of its existence." The Krogan 
chuckled, saying, "Well, not anymore. But, cutting through here 
shaves a third off of our route, and considering the circumstances I 
decided that it's revealing was necessary." 

For some reason, the Chief felt strangely honored by that in a way he 
couldn't quite place. Ever the pragmatist, he pushed the feeling 
aside and focused on the mission. The rest of the journey through the 
chamber was, luckily, uneventful, as well as the entirety of the rest 
of the journey through the Krogan city. Sure, they passed by and 
noted several surviving lost age artifacts, works of art, and 
architecture, but such things mattered little to the Master Chief. 
Instead, what was most forefront on his mind was time, and the 
possibilities of Reaper forces clogging their objective of the maw 
hammers . 

The first signs of the enemy came when they exited the ancient Krogan 
city through a series of ascending stairways. The group emerged onto 
a large mezzanine, old stone weathered away by the elements yet still 
structurally able. Below them past a wide, demolished staircase was a 
plaza about a hundred meters square, and directly on the farthest 
side away from them was the entrance to the Shrine of Kalros, and by 
extension, the maw hammers. The shrine was sunken down into the 
ground, and aside from the columns of the entrance possessed no walls 
or ceilings, meaning that even a hundred meters away the group could 



see clearly into the depression. Past the plaza and the Shrine the 
tall, angular, tapering form of The Shroud loomed over the 
surroundings. Directly besides it, with its back turned in the other 
direction, stood the menacing jet-black armored form of the Reaper 
Destroyer. The air was filled with the sounds of the Reaper's heavy 
legs thudding into the ground as it maneuvered, and the cracking 
_bwoom_ of its main cannon. 

The Master Chief turned his attention to their more immediate 
concerns, namely the Reaper ground troops milling about in the plaza 
and beyond in the shrine itself. Cortana had quickly identified, 
counted, and assigned recommended priorities to what Reapers the 
Chief could see. In the plaza below them, four squads, labeled by 
Cortana, of eight Cannibals, each commanded by a single Marauder, 
patrolled about amongst the fallen pillars, decorative stone, and 
wide pathways. However, near the back of the plaza closer to the 
shrine were two Reaper forms that Chief hadn't seen before. Four 
legged, insectoid, with large fleshy sacs protruding all over its 
body, at the front 'face' of these creatures protruded two long 
cannon barrels and a singular, large, robotic eye. Judging by the 
size and length of their weapons protrusions Chief came to the 
conclusion that these creatures were long range, heavy fire support 
and thus needed to be eliminated quickly. Past all of these in the 
shrine proper strode not one, but _three_ of the hulking, armored 
Brutes. None of them had seen Chief's small squad. 

Chief surveyed the soon-to-be battlefield with the ease and 
practicality that only a seasoned veteran could do. The plaza itself 
was littered with cover, and he was already picking out several 
avenues of approach towards the shrine that would keep their flanks 
secure and their enemies hard-pressed to put down accurate fire. 
Swiveling his head he found a couple of spots that would be suitable 
nests for Vega to provide covering and suppressive fire down on the 
Reapers with his SAW. He also saw a small, mostly intact minaret a 
bit farther down, accessible by some spiraling stairs. He gauged that 
someone posted there would have an even more commanding view of the 
battlefield, perfect for a sniper. 

When the Spartan spoke the orders came quickly, clearly, and 
confidently. "Garrus, can you get up to that minaret over there by 
yourself? " 

"Yes," replied the Turian. "Want sniper cover?" 

Chief nodded, popping the Spartan Laser off of his back and handing 
it to the Turian. "Take this too. Sight is here, trigger is here. One 
and a half second charge time, no recoil, and you only have four 
shots . " 

Garrus took the large UNSC weapon in his hands, nodding at the Chief. 
"I'm on it . " 

As the Turian trotted off towards the minaret as fast as he could in 
his wounded state. Chief turned to Vega. "There's some cover here on 
this mezzanine, over there. See it?" 

"Yeah, " replied the Alliance Marine, bouncing on his toes in 
anticipation for combat. 


"Set up your SAW there. You'll be providing covering and suppression 



fire as the rest of us advance on the shrine. I'll be calling out 
your fire missions as well, so keep your ears open, " Chief 
said . 

"Got it Chief, " Vega nodded, moving quick and low to the pile of 
rubble and support columns that Chief had pointed to. 

The Spartan looked at the remaining three. Previa, Jax, and Khav. He 
thought for a second, looking at Khav's menacing Striker assault 
rifle that the Krogan carried in his hands. He remembered that the 
weapon was unique in that it didn't fire bullets, but rather 
miniature grenades that exploded on contact. A vicious weapon, one 
that he had seen decimate Reaper flesh back at The Hollows when the 
mass of Husks had attacked them. Chief's ACS, Previa 's Phaeston, and 
Jax's Graal were all precision weapons, even though the Graal fired 
gigantic spikes instead of typical kinetic rounds. 

"Us four are the assault squad. Jax, you and I will be out front, " 
Chief said. He reasoned that since he and the head Krogan scout were 
the most heavily armored of the group, then they should be at the 
front weathering the brunt of the Reaper fire. "Previa, stay a few 
meters back engaging targets of opportunity, but be ready to come up 
and reinforce either of us if we need it. Khav, you're at the rear. 
Use your Striker as a cover-buster and area-denial weapon, and target 
any condensed groups you see." 

"In position," said Garrus over their comms . 

"Same," notified Vega. 

"Garrus, target that leftmost insectoid creature with the Laser. 
Everyone else, target the right one. Once they're down, Vega will 
provide covering fire while the assault squad gets to cover down in 
the plaza and starts to engage the Reaper foot soldiers . Garrus, if 
those Brutes look like they're coming out of the Shrine, blast them 
with the Laser. If not, use your sniper rifle to engage other targets 
at your discretion. Cortana, try and find out if Shepard, Wrex, or 
either of the Praetus siblings are alive. If they are, tell them that 
we'll have the maw hammers activated shortly." 

He was met by a chorus of affirmatives from each party. "Alright, 
everyone sight that rightmost Reaper creature. Garrus, we go on your 
shot . " 

Chief raised his ACS and centered the targeting reticule on the 
center of the fleshy insectoid' s eye and. It looked armored, but he 
had strong confidence that hardlight rounds would penetrate. Even so, 
he selected his ACS to shoot its heaviest caliber, knowing that the 
rate of fire would be reduced but that the penetrative power would 
increase. His sharp eyes caught a glimpse of the thin, flashing, 
nearly invisible targeting laser of the Spartan Laser as the Turian 
aimed at his target. 

A second and a half later a violent ruby-red beam of pure energy 
lanced out from the minaret where Garrus was posted and travelled to 
its target in a split second. The weapon's beam, originally designed 
as an anti-vehicle instrument, slagged through the front of the 
Reaper long-range support creature and out the back, melting into the 
stone behind it. Not a second later everyone else opened up on the 
other creature, the hundred yard distance not at all saving it from 



its violent fate. Rounds pierced into its front armor, popping the 
large fleshy sacks all around and filling the creature with holes. 

Out of the sacks spewed green-looking acid, and several smaller 
insects jumped out as well, which would have scurried away were it 
not for Khav's Striker grenades bursting the small bugs into scraps 
of flesh and thin metal. 

The rest of the Reaper footsoldiers spun around to the sudden 
eruption of gunfire, but the assault squad wasted no time. As Vega 
raked the special issue 7.62x51mm depleted uranium rounds across the 
Reapers scrambling for cover. Chief, Jax, Previa, and Khav had 
already bounded down the stairs into the plaza, picking off those 
Reapers that were too slow to get out of the open. A sharp crack rang 
out as Garrus took off the head of a Marauder who wasn't safe behind 
his cover, followed by the explosion of a grenade thrown by the 
Master Chief that killed four Cannibals nearest to the headless 
Marauder . 

"Vega, suppressive fire. Reaper squad four, " said Chief, noticing how 
the gunner shifted his fire instantly to follow Chief's 
command . 

"Jax, close and engage the remains of Reaper squad two. Khav, keep 
down squad three. Previa, cover me while I advance on squad one," 
said Chief. 

Jax grinned, shouting a war cry as he ran headlong towards the 
already weakened Reaper squad, rounds bouncing off of his strong 
kinetic barriers. Chief saw a Cannibal's head get pinned to a column 
by a long Graal spike before he shifted his focus towards his own 
Reaper squad, who was arranged behind a number of jutting stone 
formations and a crumbled wall. He switched his ACS back to fully 
automatic, knowing that against the number of enemies he would value 
the increased volume of fire over the penetrative power of the larger 
rounds . 

Two Cannibals peeked over their cover and aimed to take shots at the 
quickly advancing Spartan, only to receive a flurry of blue hardlight 
rounds to their soon-annihilated heads. Chief snapped another grenade 
off of his belt and threw it into leftmost Cannibals of the squad, 
noting with satisfaction as the explosive shredded three of the 
bulbous Reaper husks. Chief advanced on the other side's flank. 

Previa close behind continuously firing at the Reapers cover to keep 
their heads down. 

Suddenly, the remaining five Cannibals and single Marauder burst out 
of cover simultaneously and aimed their weapons at the approaching 
two. Chief deftly stepped in front of Previa, knowing that his 
shields and armor would do a much better job of absorbing the 
incoming rounds, and sighted the first Cannibal. The two groups, the 
Master Chief, and the Reaper squad, exchange fire. As the Spartan put 
round after round into the heads and bodies of his opponents, similar 
rounds struck all along his protective forcefield. Chief's shields 
weathered the storm, but just barely, alarms warbling in his ears as 
the last Reaper, the leading Marauder, fell with half of its throat 
missing and two gaping holes in its upper torso. 

He ducked behind a broken pillar, peeking out at the battlefield as 
he waite for his shields to recharge. Jax was fully enthralled in the 
middle of a group of Reaper troops, vicious bayonet extended from the 



bottom of his Graal, whirling around like a violent maelstrom of pure 
Krogan rage as the scout tore apart and shredded Reaper skin, bone, 
and armor. Khav's Striker had rendered most of the third squad of 
Reaper's cover useless, and Garrus and Previa were picking off the 
exposed enemies while Khav reloaded. 

Shields now fully recharged. Chief bounded out from cover on an 
opportunistic vector which would take advantage of Vega's suppressive 
fire and allow him to set up a flank. He moved quickly, knowing that 
the Alliance Marine would have to pause to reload soon. The Spartan 
picked a solid piece of cover on the squad's left flank, raised his 
ACS, gave thoughts of approval to Vega's shooting when he saw the 
Marauder and two Cannibals lying dead in puddles of their own 
viscous, black blood, and began shooting. The remaining Cannibals 
fell quickly, hardlight rounds tearing into their unprotected sides. 
The rest of the plaza soon fell quiet as the last of the Reaper 
troops were disposed of, and they all took quick seconds to regain 
their bearings and reload before moving onto the shrine, and more 
immediately important, the three Brutes who had stayed their guarding 
it, almost goading the team of fighters to come and get them. 

Garrus needed no prompting, blasting off the top half of one Brute's 
torso. As the armored beast thudded into the dust ground, dead, the 
other two attempted to get out of the line-of-sight of the Spartan 
Laser toting Turian, but Garrus had too good a position, and too good 
an aim. His third ruby-red lance splased into the second Brute's 
side, coring through its midsection and vaporizing important central 
organs. This one fell dead too, but its limbs spasmed and twitched 
slightly for a couple of seconds. The third beast, whether by luck or 
by skill, waited a couple of seconds for the laser to charge, then 
flew forwards in an inhuman burst in a random direction. Garrus tried 
to compensate, but the laser only grazed the large claw arm of the 
Brute . 

Knowing that the Spartan Laser was out of charge. Chief ordered to 
his squad, "Concentrate fire! Bring it down!" 

Everyone brought their weapons to bear on the lone Brute. Phaeston 
fire, heavy sniper rounds, Graal spikes. Striker miniature-grenades, 
and 7.62 depleted uranium SAW fire all rained down on the Reaper 
beast, ricocheting, embedding, and penetrating into the Brute's heavy 
plate. While the rest of the squad had slowed their approach to 
better aim at the Brute, Chief had instead accelerated to his top 
speed of sixty-four kilometers per hour. The Brute stood up straight, 
concentrated fire bouncing off and burrowing into its central chest 
armor, and roared before charging right at the Chief. 

Not breaking stride. Chief drew Helmsbreaker , gauged distances and 
space requirements to make sure his upcoming maneuver was possible, 
then fell down into a slide. Time slowed as the Spartan passed just 
inches under the Brute's swinging claw arm, and if the beast had a 
face capable of showing expression it would have been bewildered. A 
boost from Chief's thruster pack kept propelling him forward, and as 
he passed under the Brute he aimed and fired Helmsbreaker at near 
point-blank range at the soft, unarmored part between the Brute's 
legs. The massive shotgun dug into his shoulder, but Chief's kept 
sliding out from under the Brute and in one smooth motion rolled up 
back to his feet, reloaded Helmsbreaker, pirouetted as his momentum 
continued to drive him forwards, fired Helmsbreaker again, then kept 
on running towards the farthest maw hammer without missing a 



stride . 


The Brute's, insides shredded into a mechanical-organic pulp by the 
Spartans' first blast, gouging hole just below the back of its neck a 
result of the second blast, staggered, gurgled, and collapsed to the 
ground . 

" Jax, Khav, first maw hammer, go, " said Chief, still sprinting 
towards the farther hammer. Hearing affirmatives from the two Krogan, 
Chief decelerated as his approached the second hammer. 

The 'hammer', as it was, wasn't an actual hammer. Not the kind of one 
you could lift in your hand. Rather the maw hammer looked to be a 
massive piece of metal, hung in the air by cables, which when 
released would fall along a path guided by parallel support 
structured deep into the ground below, onto a resonating plate which 
would cast the call to Kalros for dozens of miles around. 

Chief quickly figured out that the hammer, the large metal 
deadweight, was already cocked and ready to drop. However, Wrex had 
said during their briefing that the hammer needed to be lifted and 
dropped several times until Kalros emerged. Cortana pointed out the 
release mechanism, at the same time pointing out the thick, stone 
lever that penetrating sensor scans revealed was connected to a 
complex series of gears and pulleys. The Spartan swiveled his head 
back to the first maw hammer, watching as Jax slammed the stone 
button that released their hammer's catch and sent the multi-ton 
cylinder of metal plummeting to the resonating plate below ground. 
Luckily, their drops didn't have to be synchronized, at least 
according to Wrex, so Chief followed Jax's example and palmed his own 
stone button. 

The first maw hammer struck the resonating plate, the sound and 
vibrations seeming to burst up from the ground so severely that 
Cortana dialed down his audio receptors several notches, and Chief 
widened his stance to stay stable. The second maw hammer hit an 
instant later, its own resonance building off of the first and even 
further increasing its intensity. Chief wasted no time gawking at the 
power of the maw hammer strikes, moving to the lever that would lift 
the metal striker back up. He set his feet, lowered his stance, 
gripped the lever with his large, gauntleted hands, tensed his 
powerful muscles, and lifted. 

The lever, not used for hundreds of years, broke free of its 
sedentary position and began moving, activating the series of cables, 
pulleys, and gears that would lift the hammer back up. Chief didn't 
hold back, lips pursed as he used his considerable strength to try 
and accelerate the process as much as possible. After a few seconds 
the metal hammer had ascended from underground back and settled into 
its catch, ready to be dropped again. He looked over at the Jax and 
Khav, teeth gritted, eyes bulging as famed Krogan strength muscled 
the hammer back up. However, their metal cylinder hadn't even risen 
above ground level yet. Chief reached over and slammed his release 
button, prepared for the resulting effect this time. 

He worked the lever again, bringing the hammer back up, and suddenly 
noticed how the Reaper Destroyer seemed to be turning their 
direction, despite the mass of shellfire being directed at its body. 
Chief and the two Krogan both set and dropped their maw hammers as 
the same time, the simultaneous strikes enough to vibrated Chief's 



teeth even through his Mjolnir. The Spartan went to lift the lever 
again, but suddenly a side-to-side shaking had been added to the maw 
hammer's pulsating vibrations. The shaking became more and more 
violent, so violent as to force Chief to a knee lest he fell over, 
and he knew that this had to be Kalros answering the call of her maw 
hammers. By now the Reaper had made a full about-face and was angling 
its main weapon down towards their meddling band. 

A large, impossibly long shadow darkened the sky above the Chief. He 
looked up, seeing nothing but a massive tube of brown, chitinous 
armored shell flying above him like grenade being launched from a 
grenade launcher. The massive worm, Kalros, mother of all thresher 
maws, slammed into the front of the Reaper Destroyer, flapped mouth 
fully expanded, teeth as large as Tomkahs ' flaring in the light of 
the sun. The Reaper was tossed back off its feet like a ball being 
hit off a tee, ricocheting off of the side of The Shroud before 
toppling over onto the ground with a massive slam. Kalros, screeching 
a battle roar that pierced the sky for dozens of miles around, 
wrapped her body around the Reaper like a giant constrictor, the 
massive muscles throughout her form denting and cracking the 
Destroyers advanced armor plating as if it were an aluminum can while 
it dragged the machine into the sand. 

After a few very violent seconds, it was over. The Reaper was gone, 
dragged down by Kalros to a violent destruction underneath the sandy, 
rocky ground, leaving The Shroud finally unguarded. However the 
building had been damaged by the accidental strike by the Reaper, top 
floors billowing smoke and minor licks of fire. They reestablished 
contact with Shepard, who along with Wrex, Grunt, and the majority of 
Aralakh Company, had managed to survive the rockface collapse that 
had separated them in the first place. Cortez had picked Chief and 
his squad up in the Kodiak and brought them to rendezvous with 
Shepard's retinue at the entrance to The Shroud. 

Aralakh Company was busy securing the perimeter, and as Chief had his 
squad join in the effort he listened in on a terse conversation 
taking place between Shepard, Wrex, and Doctor Solus as they quickly 
made their way to the elevator that led to The Shroud's central 
control room. 

"I'll take the cure. They're my people," said Wrex urgently. 

"No," refused Mordin. "Strong leadership of Krogan provided by you 
necessary for the future. Same goes for you Shepard, you're too 
important to lose, will play too important a role in this war." 

They had reached the elevator and Mordin had pressed the call button, 
door sliding open. "Shroud damaged, window closing, no time for 
debate. My disease, my cure, my responsibility." 

The Salarian stepped into the elevator and turned to Shepard and 
Wrex, who stayed outside of the threshold. 

"Mordin, " started Shepard, reached out his hand. 

Dr. Solus waved him off, smiling tiredly. "Had to be me. Someone else 
might have gotten it wrong." 


The elevator doors closed, leaving Shepard and Wrex staring at 
nothing but a wall. They watched the elevator ascend through the gaps 



in the shaft until it reached the top. A minute later a light green 
cloud shot out of the top of The Shroud in all directions, followed 
shortly by an explosion where the central control room was. The green 
cloud kept spewing though, the distributions systems of The Shroud 
obviously unaffected by the destruction of the control room. 

"He did it. That Salarian bastard did it. I swear on the honor of my 
name that my first child will be called Mordin, " said Wrex. 

Shepard just watched, nodding numbly, as the cure to the Genophage 
started dissipating into the air, marking the beginning of a new 
future for the Krogan. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Cronos Station, Horsehead Nebulae<strong> 

"Operative Lawson for you sir." 

The voice floated down from the high ceilings of the wide observation 
room/personal office like soft leaves falling from a tree. The voice, 
artificially feminine in nature was musical as it alerted the 
Illusive Man to the operative's arrival. _Too musical_, he thought. 

He would rework the VI later; he was still tinkering with finding the 
perfect artificial assistant ever since Dr. Eva met her untimely 
demise on Mars. 

"Send her in, " the Illusive Man said. 

He flicked away the various holographic viewscreens he had been 
watching in front of him and rubbed his eyes. He was tired. The 
Illusive Man had been watching, studying, and learning from video 
recordings for days now with little rest. To say he had been busy 
since the 'failure' of the Citadel attack was an understatement. 

He put the world 'failure' in mental quotation marks for a reason. It 
was what news outlets around the galaxy had been branding Cerberus' 
attack on the heart of civilized government. _Cerberus Terror Attack 
Failed, Human Supremacist Terrorist Group Fail in Plot, Cerberus 
Attack Fails as Brave Security and Military Forces Thwart Hostile 
Takeover_, the various headlines had gone. 

Yet, the operation had been anything _but_ a failure, the Illusive 
Man thought smugly. Sure, thousands of troops, tons of equipment, and 
a number of warships had been lost, but all of those were replaceable 
and ultimately inconsequential. 

No, a complete hostile takeover of the Citadel had not been his 
objective. Rather, it had been one of _information gathering. _ 
Destabilizing the current political atmosphere through figurehead 
assassinations and sowing general public chaos was certainly a 
secondary goal, but wasn't the primary. 

In truth, the Illusive Man had become utterly _fascinated_ by the 
United Nations Space Command. _Humans_, but from a different galaxy, 
or so the information he had seen had said. The statistical 
improbabilities of such a thing happening were astronomical and the 
data by itself was extremely thought-provoking. However what the 
Illusive Man was most interested in was their _firepower_. He had 
watched surveillance vids of their ships holding off the Reapers 



above Earth, tearing apart his ten-cruiser task force that had 
attacked the Citadel, and then absolutely dismantling the large 
Reaper group that had attacked Despara, hundreds of times now. 

After days of comprehensive study, he had truly determined that their 
warship capabilities and ground forces were so much more impressive 
than anything he had seen before. It was clear that he had a new 
objective: capture, analyze, and reproduce UNSC technology. 
Unfortunately, the small number of Cerberus personnel that survived 
and escaped the Citadel didn't manage to bring back any of their 
tech, so he had to manage on video records until they did. 

Alas, he would save the brainstorming on how to accomplish his newest 
grand objective for later, for now he could hear the sharp _clacks_ 
of Operative Lawson's heels behind him as she approached his chair. 

He swiveled around to meet her f ace-to-f ace, yet remained seated. She 
looked different now, near unrecognizable. The Illusive Man had put 
her into surgery for an appearance change after it was revealed that 
Shepard had seen her face on the Citadel, and knew that she was with 
Cerberus. Involuntarily of course, but Shepard didn't know that. 

While The Illusive Man knew the real truth, that Miranda was bound to 
his commands by the first iteration of the mind-controlling 
nanosoftware injected into her brain that would eventually control 
the Reapers, to the Alliance Commander it would appear that one of 
his closest friends and allies has betrayed him. 

Gone were the long, thick locks of black hair, replaced by a severe, 
light blonde ponytail. The irises of her eyes had been surgically 
altered to a dark brown instead of her natural blue. Her face was 
different, cheekbones more sunken, lips thinner, nose slightly 
larger, chin more protruding and no longer slightly cleft. Her height 
hadn't changed, yet her breasts had been severely reduced in size. 

Her wide hips and significant backside had survived the surgery, much 
to the satisfaction of The Illusive Man, who had taken much pleasure 
in said features a few hours ago. 

"I have a new mission for you," he said as she stopped a few feet 
away from him, tight black body suit leaving little to the 
imagination . 

"What is it?" she asked dully. 

"Assassination. " 

"Location? " 

"The Citadel. Huerta Memorial. Floor Three, Room 3-B." 

"Time window?" 

"Three days." 

"The target?" 

"Alliance Lieutenant Commander Ashley Williams." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review ! <strong> 



27. Chapter 27: Omega Pt I 


**Author's Note: Hello everyone. In addition to today's chapter, I 
have also put a poll up that you can access through my profile page 
that I would greatly appreciate participation in. It involves a 
certain pairing with a certain Spartan, so be sure to weigh your 
choice carefully. (Mwahahahaha April Fools Everybody :) Thanks to 
those who fell for i - I mean 
participated! ) ** 

**En joy ! ** 

* *Disclaimer : I own nothing, but all original content is mine** 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>The Infinity Effect Chapter 27: Omega Pt . 

Kstrong> 

**Bridge of the CAS-Assault Carrier **_**Shadow of 
Intent * *_ 

**Noveria, Pax System** 

"I swear Arbiter, just say the world and I'll unleash all of our 
fleet's cleansing hellfire upon these - these Dra-Shypahs ! " 
Shipmaster R'tas growled viciously. 

Thel Vadam', Arbiter of the Sangheili, raised his eyes in alarm. He 
hadn't heard _that_ particular curse word in quite a long time. What 
did it mean again? Something to do with reptilian fecal products if 
he remembered correctly. 

"Hold, Shipmaster, " he commanded. "Not to say that the thought has 
not crossed my mind, but we must exercise restraint." 

"Restraint?" R'tas almost yelled, voice rising several degrees of 
loudness from his base growl before. "This 'Cerberus' organization 
was experimenting with the Elood! Experimenting with the doom of the 
galaxy! Toeing the line of terrible extinction! Had the Parasite 
gotten loose - " 

"I am well aware of the threat of the Parasite," Thel said calmly, 
mandibles flared ever so slightly towards R'tas in annoyance. 
"Sometimes your zealous desire for combat overwhelms your sense of 
pract icality . " 

"My zealous desire for combat _is_ practical in this case," R'tas 
grumbled, quieter now after Thel ' s rebuke. Deferring to the other 
Sangheili, he asked, "Well, what would you have us do?" 

"The question of the hour, " Thel said. 

No one within their fleet knew who or what 'Cerberus' was, not even 
the databanks in the datapads the Asari had brought up from their 
mining colony contained any information about them. All the 
information they had to go on was as follows: They had a base on the 
world of icy Noveria, now a sphere of molten glass and slag, where 
they were experimenting with the Elood and attempting to access one 



of the Keys; hostile human-like troops had attacked them while they 
were investigating said base; they had a sizable fleet in space 
opposite of their own; and a General named Oleg Petrovsky claimed to 
know where the next Key was and how to retrieve it. 

Thel's, heavy, booted hooves thumped on the deck of R'tas's elevated 
command ridge as the Sangheili paced back and forth in front of the 
Shipmaster sitting in his chair. "If this General is somehow 
connected to what was going on down on the surface of that cold 
world, then he must die for risking unleashing the 
Flood . " 

"Something we agree on," nodded R'tas. "But what of his knowledge of 
the Key? Such a thing is heresy. Not even we have gone through the 
latest Transmittance to find out where our journey must take 


"Yes. And that is why he must also live," said Thel. R'tas looked at 
him, confusion etched in his face, and Thel continued. "It is 
imperative we find out _how _he knows these things." 

"So what do you propose? Should we just ask him over the comms?" 

R'tas asked, knowing the question was more in jest than it was 
serious . 

"No. I want to meet this human f ace-to-f ace . On his own ship. Stare 
him in the eyes and see if he will be forthcoming, or withhold the 
truth . " 

"On his own ship? Are you certain?" asked R'tas. "Rather 
straightforward. " 

"Yes, " the Arbiter said, spreading his mandibles in a mischievous 
grin. "Because while we are speaking a Huragok under stealth 
camoflauge will be infiltrating their systems and downloading every 
scrap of data we can get our hands on." 

R'tas shook his head, yet mirrored his friend's grin. "Always the one 
for devious tactics and stealthy misdirections Arbiter. But what if 
you are detected?" 

"Then my stealth Lances and I will kill everyone present, we will 
extract at high speed aboard our Phantoms, and you can unleash your 
'cleansing hellfire' on their fleet as you see fit," he 
responded . 

"A sound plan," said R'tas, obviously satisfied with the potential 
for combat. 

"But first, the next Transmittance, " said Thel, withdrawing the most 
recently retrieved Key from a compartment on his belt harness. "To 
see if General Petrovsky _truly_ knows the location of the next 
Key . " 

R'tas nodded, using his left hand to tap some comms commands into his 
chair. Transmitting on across a fleetwide channel he said, 

"Attention: All hands, prepare for Transmittance. All hands, prepare 
for Transmittance." 

The Shipmaster nodded at the Arbiter, who brought the small, thin 



silver cylinder up to eye level. Though he didn't know who exactly to 
activate the Transmittance, the Key nonetheless triggered in its 
mysterious ways and a series of quick, brief images were clearly and 
permanently burned into the minds all Sangheili and their 
accompanying Asari. A set of coordinates, a large asteroid station 
that looked tauntingly familiar, a building, a nightclub called 
AFTERLIFE, a back room, and then the Safe, tucked away behind a false 
door. Thel and R'tas's eyes shot open, finding each other's gaze 
almost instantly. 

"That station, it looked just like High Charity," R'tas said quietly, 
yet sternly. 

"Yes. Much smaller, dirtier, less elegant, but... yes," Thel agreed. 
"The likeness is 

"Disconcert ing? I want to burn the thing out of space. Turn its 
surface to molten slag just like the infested planet below, " growled 
R'tas. 

Thel understood his desires. High Charity had been the Prophet's seat 
of power, and had represented everything the Sangheili have come to 
despise about that damnable period in which they had been nothing but 
pawns in a larger, worthless game. After the Great Schism the loss of 
the station to the Flood and its subsequent destruction was no great 
issue to the Sangheili, who readily transitioned their seat of power 
and government back to their home planet of Sanghelios. 

"We might yet be able to," said Thel offhandedly. "But first, to 
arrange a meeting with this _general_. I want an audio line only. No 
video . " 

R'tas smirked at the distaste in Thel ' s voice, motioning to the 
Sangheili in the operational pits below his command ridge to carry 
out the Arbiter's order. A few seconds later the comms crackled as 
the connection request was accepted and established, ready to receive 
and transmit audio from the bridge of the _Intent_ and to the 
Cerberus General's flagship. 

"_Greetings, " _came the voice from the other side of the comm, male, 
strong, and overbearingly authoritative. "_This is General Oleg 
Petrovsky of Cerberus' First Expeditionary Fleet. To whom do I have 
the honor of speaking?"_ 

R'tas and Thel shared a glance before the elder Sangheili answered. 

"I am the Arbiter of the Sangheili. You say that you know the 
location of what we are seeking, and how to get it. I wish to know if 
this is true. I request a meeting to discuss this f ace-to-f ace . Do 
you accept?" 

The line was silent for a few seconds. Perhaps he had caught the 
general off-guard with his bluntness, Thel thought. 

"_I accept your request for a face-to-face meeting. What are your 
terms? Number of guards and whether they are armed? Time and 
location?" _asked the voice. 

"Immediately, aboard your ship, in an empty hangar. Four individual 
guards for each party, armed. Advance your ship alone to the midpoint 
between our two fleets. I will be arriving in a single 



dropship . " 


"_Very well. I will transmit the hangar coordinates soon. I look 
forwards to making your acquaintance . 

Thel didn't respond, instead signaling for the line to be cut. He 
immediately spun on his hooves, striding for the bridge door. R'tas 
was quickly at his side, springing out of his command chair and 
jogging to catch him before he was gone. 

"Are you sure about this?" he asked, escorting his friend and 
superior towards the bridge entrance/exit. 

"Yes. Fear not for my well-being Shipmaster, I will be in good 
hands." Thel looked at R'tas, and the younger Shipmaster immediately 
recognized the mischief in his dark eyes. "Or rather, I will be in 
good fuel rod arms and heavy metal shields." 

Thel clapped R'tas on the shoulder and strode through the bridge 
doors, feeling the small rush of air as they closed behind him. 
Tapping on the tacpad on his left wrist he quickly queued up several 
comm channels. First, he contacted his pilot Sel ' Therum and told him 
to spin up his Phantom, docked in the Arbiter's personal hangar. 
Second, he contacted Lance Leader Usze ' Taham, and told his ten 
Sangheili to meet him in his hangar ready for a mission as soon as 
possible, and to bring another stealth harness. Third, he contacted 
Ultra ' Harum and told him to send two of his best Mgalekgolo pairs up 
to his personal hangar as well. Lastly, he sent a burst transmission 
of rendezvous coordinates to one of the few Huragok on the _Shadow of 
Intent_, Adequately Balanced was its name he recalled. 

The distance between the command bridge and his personal hangar was 
short, and Thel ' s long, powerful stride meant he arrived before both 
' Taham' s Lance or the Mgalegkolo pairs had arrived. Instead he 
happened upon his pilot Sel 'Therum conducting some hasty pre-flight 
checks, and a number of Sangheili and Unggoy flight crew working hard 
at stripping whatever wasn't vital out of the troop bay of Sel ' s 
Phantom, a significant pile of equipment already accumulated on the 
flight deck. 

Sel looked up from his datapad and saw the Arbiter, giving a salute, 
but Thel motioned at him to continue his work, which he did. Out of 
his peripheral vision Thel saw ten black-armored Sangheili 
double-timing through one of the hangar doors, weapons drawn in their 
arms. Uzse was at the front, an extra stealth harness draped over his 
shoulder like the Arbiter had requested, and they started towards 
their leader. On the opposite side of the hangar the rumbling 
vibrations through the deck signaled the arrival of the two 
Mgalekgolo pairs, the hulking armored beings having to duck through 
the doorways. In tow was the Huragok Adequately Balanced, literally, 
as the floating creature's four tentacle appendages were latched 
around the broad shoulders of the trailing Mgalekgolo. 

Soon all relevant parties were gathered around him with the exception 
of Sel, who was busy starting the Phantom but who was linked into the 
operation's BattleNet band that the Arbiter had just 
created . 

"Listen carefully," the Arbiter began, his tone all business. "I am 
going to meet face-to-face with the leader of the fleet of ships 



several thousand kilometers off our bow. He claims to know of our 
holy search for the Keys, where the next one is, and how to obtain 
it. I am going to see if this is true." 

There were some slight murmurs from Uzse's Sangheili, but the Lance 
leader quickly silenced them with a quiet, yet sharp 
rebuke . 

"Brothers Faxara Suso Makko, Opaxe Suso Makko, and Brothers Mesoye 
Hunna Datta and Deyori Hunna Datta will serve as my guard escort. 
Usze, your Lance will both be providing additional, _unseen_ 
security, and making sure the Huragok accomplishes its goals, " said 
Thel . 

"And what 'goals' does the Huragok have?" Uzse asked. His arms were 
crossed, but not out of any annoyance. The stock of a Plasma Repeater 
peeked out over his shoulder, and attached to the mag-plates on his 
hips was an Energy Pistol and of course, the Sangheili 's personal 
Plasma Sword. 

Thel looked towards Adequately Balanced, directly addressing the 
floating mass. The Huragok had detached itself from its Mgalekgolo 
tower, and was now holding between Uzse's Sangheili and the two 
Hunter Pairs, four tentacles lazily waving about. "Infiltrate the 
ship's data stores and download any information available, without 
being detected. Could you do that?" 

_[Systems infiltration is not what the Creators designed me to do], 
_the Huragok beamed directly into their comms, _[However I do believe 
that I can accomplish what you ask, a data download, undetected, 
provided any artificial intelligence countermeasures are not too 
great . ] _ 

"So what happens if the Huragok fails? If we are found out? What if 
they can see past our camouflage technology?" Uzse asked Thel 
pragmatically . 

"Then we kill everyone," Thel responded matter-of-fact ly . "Take what 
we can, and bug out on the Phantom. Then Shipmaster 'Vadum will 
destroy their fleet. 

"That easy?" Usze said, mandibles splayed in bemusement. 

"Likely not, but it is what we will plan for. Fit the Huragok with 
the stealth harness." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>The ride over to General Petrovsky's flagship was, as expected, 
cramped. Post-Great Schism Phantoms had designed their troop bay 
around the new standard Sangheili unit, the ten-man Lance. While a 
Lance would have been able to be seated comfortable, the addition of 
the Arbiter, the Huragok Adequately Balanced, and of course the four, 
hulking Mgalekgolo meant that it was standing room only, and 
everybody was pressed up against everybody else. The Arbiter and the 
four Hunters were in the rearmost section of the troop bay, closest 
to the ramp in order to easily exit the Phantom. <p> 

"Beginning landing approach," their pilot Sel ' Therum said over their 
operations BattleNet frequency. 



Usze ' Taham, First Lance leader of the Arbiter's personal Special 
Operations guard, clicked on him comm. "Pairs, initiate final visual 
and sensor stealth check." 

They had been under active camouflage since they had first stepped 
into the Phantom, but redundancy never hurt when it came to military 
preparations. Usze turned as best he could in the cramped conditions 
to his combat partner, their Lance's Sangheili marksman Cato 'Retan, 
and began his check. First, he disabled the HUD tags that outlined 
his partner's silhouette and tried to find his combat partner solely 
with his eyes. He failed. Next he took great effort in detecting Cato 
with his advanced sensor suite, cycling through infrared, thermal, 
radar, ladar, even sonar. These new updated stealth suits were 
godsends. The cutting edge of the technology offered by Sanghelios 
Arms, they expanded upon previous iterations by adding emissions 
masking technology that made heavy use of thermal heat sinks, and 
ablative radar-deflecting plates. However, while they made the 
Sangheili as invisible as one could hope to be, they were 
exorbitantly expensive, and required immense power to run, thus only 
able to be activated for a time period of thirty continuous minutes 
or so . 

"You're Black Cato," Usze said, using the universal Sangheili 
Spec-Cps code-word for complete stealth. 

"As are you Lance Leader, " replied the marksman, having completed his 
own check of 'Taham. 

"All combat elements report status," 'Taham ordered. 

"1-2 is Black." 

"1-3, Black." 

"1-4, Black here." 

"1-5, we are Black." 

"1-1, Black," Usze said last, confirming that all five of his combat 
pairs were invisible to detection. Next he turned his attention to 
the Huragok floating above them all, the top of his stealth harness 
almost scraping the ceiling of the Phantom's troop bay. He performed 
the same set of checks he had just done before to Cato and after a 
few seconds, sent a confirmation signal towards the Hurakog's 
integrated comm. 

"Twenty seconds to touchdown," Sel ' Therum said over their op 
channel . 

"Usze?" It was the Arbiter, not needing to completely voice the 
question he had. 

"We're ready Arbiter," he responded. He flexed his grip on the Plasma 
Repeater in his hands, completely invisible just like the rest of 
him . 

"Good. Stick to the plan. Radio silence begins now." The Arbiter 
clicked off the line turning his attention to the wall of the troop 
bay he was looking at, which would transform into the ramp he and his 



Mgalekgolo bodyguards would descend. 


Sel started a countdown as he brought the Phantom in for a landing, 
and as a testament to his skill Thel didn't even feel the craft set 
down on its landing struts. He waited a moment to create some 
suspense, then turned his head and nodded at the four armored hulks 
behind him. He reached up and palmed the ramp release button, hearing 
the quiet cacophony of hydraulics and electronic mechanisms working 
to follow the basic command just given to them. 

Bright, white light streamed into the troop bay through cracks as the 
ramp lowered, but Thel didn't squint or otherwise react. He drew 
himself to his full height of seven feet, ten inches and strode 
slowly yet confidently down the ramp. Immediately his eyes and mind 
went to work. Honed by a lifetime of conflict he took in and set 
about analysing his surroundings with the same vigor that a hungry 
predator might display when it was getting ready to pounce on an 
unsuspecting predator. 

The hangar was straightforward. It was small for a hangar, maybe a 
hundred meters square, enough space for a few transport craft, buy 
General Petrovsky has said during their communicat ions that it was 
his private hangar. Meticulously clean, the surroundings were bare of 
almost everything except for a few neat stacks of crates and a couple 
of data terminals along the walls, and a closed door at the far end 
of the hangar. 

Fifteen meters straight in front of them stood five figures, a simple 
silver metal table, and two chairs of the same make. Four men a 
couple of meters behind the central figure were obviously guards, 
lightly armored, faces hidden behind dark visors, rifle butts 
sticking up over their shoulders and pistols visible on magplates on 
their hips. 

The man in the center, who Thel assumed had to be their General Oleg 
Petrovsky, was dressed in brilliantly clean and formal military dress 
whites with black and gold trim. It was not unlike the kind he had 
seen UNSC officers wear during diplomatic occasions in his presence. 
Black shoulder pauldrons with golden stripes must have represented 
his rank, and the center fold-cut of his uniform was pinned to his 
shoulder by golden clasps and thin gold chains. He was of average 
height for a human, around six feet Thel guessed, and he was standing 
at easy attention with his hands clasped behind his back. His dark 
brown eyes were almost the same shade as his short hair and 
well-groomed mustache and beard, and were surveying Thel with the 
same intensity as he was surveying him. 

Thel ' s gut made its judgement swiftly. This man was dangerous. Human 
facial and body expressions weren't his strongsuit, but he had hadn't 
fought with and against them for nearly three decades without 
learning a few things. Physically, the man who had to be General 
Petrovsky wasn't intimidating. Sure, he gave off an air of confidence 
and capability, but those were expected traits of a leader. It was 
the eyes that told Thel what he needed to know. They were sharp, 
cold, calculating. They sized Thel up as quickly and efficiently as a 
computer program, bereft of any type of emotional response that 
typically characterized the human race. Even when his eyes shifted to 
the four massive Mgalekgolo behind Thel, his expression showed none 
of the surprise or fear that he could see in the four Cerberus guards 
as they physically recoiled at the sight of their counterparts. 



albeit minutely. 


Thel halted just behind the back of the chair, the main body of which 
was tucked under the silver metal table, mimicking the Cerberus 
General's stance. The Arbiter's bodyguards stood a couple of meters 
away, arm cannons and shields at their sides, sharp spines constantly 
bristling in a show of alien power and strangeness that the Arbiter 
knew was all dramatized. 

"I am General Oleg Petrovsky, Commander of the Cerberus First 
Expeditionary Fleet." The man, Petrovsky, sounded much like he did 
over the comms : cool, collected, and confident. "To whom do I have 
the pleasure of meeting?" 

"I am Thel 'Vadam, Arbiter of the Sangheili people. Commander of the 
First Fleet of Lighted Repentance." He had made up his second 
sentence right there on the spot. First, while he was the Arbiter, 
the ships they had weren't _his_ really. Rather, they fell into the 
overall command of Shipmaster R'tas 'Vadum. Secondly, the six ships 
they had were barely enough to constitute a proper task force, let 
alone an entire fleet. Thirdly, even if they did decide their 
relatively meager force constituted a fleet, issuing a fleet name was 
a sacred Sangheili tradition that had a strict set of protocols, and 
could not be chosen by one Sangheili, even the Arbiter. 

"Care to sit?" Asked Petrovsky, gesturing with a hand towards his 
silver chair. 

"No, " Thel simply responded. 

"Very well, " he said, reaching a hand out to the surface of the metal 
table. He pressed a few small holographs that sprung to life at his 
movements, and suddenly the chairs folded in on themselves and were 
magnetically drawn back up into the bottom of the table. He tapped 
some more holographic keys, and out of the center of the table a 
small projector appeared, bursting to life with a full-color, 
high-definition of what used to be Noveria, just below eye-level. 
Previously as harsh world of snow and ice, it was still a harsh 
world, but now one of molten glass and roiling seas of magma. 

They both stared at the ruined world for a few seconds before 
Petrovsky spoke. "Such destruction, such power, I've never seen 
anything like it." 

"Regrettable, but necessary," said Thel. 

"Why?" the General asked. 

Thel resisted the urge to narrow his eyes in suspicion. Did he really 
not know about the research base on the planet below them that had 
hidden one of the Keys, and had been experimenting on the Flood? He 
doubted it." He kept a straight face, not that he thought the human 
would be able to read his expressions easily, but because it didn't 
hurt to be careful. 

"We discovered a research base populated with a dangerous 
bio-organism which had gotten loose, " Thel said, tone as neutral as 
the General's had been so far. 

"And its presence necessitated the destruction of the entire planet?" 



Petrovsky asked, one eyebrow raised in the first real show of 
expression yet. 


The Arbiter nodded slowly. "I find it hard to believe that you know 
nothing about what was going on down on the surface." 

"You think I have reason to lie to you?" 

"Yes. It cannot be mere coincidence that the markings on your vessel 
match the ones we saw inside the research base, that your fleet 
arrived right as we were conducting our operation, and that you call 
yourself Cerberus as well." 

General Petrovsky smiled at him, revealing a set of perfect white 
teeth that contrasted greatly with the dark facial hair surrounding 
them. Years of familiarity with humans meant that the Arbiter no 
longer took the sign as one of aggression, like the baring of one's 
mandibles would have in his own society. 

"It gladdens me to see you are not a fool Arbiter 'Vadam, " Petrovsky 
said, voice completely lacking in condensation to Thel ' s surprise. 
"All of the assumptions you've made could be true. I could very well 
know everything there is to know about that former research base, and 
what was occurring there. But, I was not. " 

"Tell me, what is Cerberus?" 

The response was almost instant, but didn't sound rehearsed. 

"Cerberus is a private human organization that disagrees with the 
Systems Alliance, the current human government, specifically in terms 
of its methods and ideology concerning interaction with the rest of 
the galaxy. We believe that Humans are being treated unfairly on the 
galactic scale, and seek to amend that." 

_Interest ing_, thought Thel. A human splinter group, at odds with the 
current ruling government. His own people had splinter groups that 
still sought to adhere to the falseness of The Covenant. Those groups 
were labelled as heretics and terrorists, and were dealt with 
accordingly. "A private human organization that has the resources to 
commit to and build a fleet as large as yours, along with expensive 
research bases to experiment on dangerous bio-parasites?" 

"Research bases that I know nothing about, " Petrosky countered. "But 
yes. We are a rather large organization." 

"Again, why should I believe you?" the tall Sangheili 
asked . 

Petrovsky gestured out towards the walls of the hangar, and probably 
meant the entire ship, Thel thought. "My sphere of influence, my 
sphere of knowledge, really extends no further than my fleet. Yes, I 
have orders, but I am left to pursue those orders how I see fit, and 
often am not privy to information that my superiors think is 
irrelevant to those orders." 

The General started running a hand along the smooth top of the table, 
eyes moving from Thel ' s to trace its movement. "You are distrustful 
of me, distrustful of my fleet. As am I towards you and your fleet. 
Perfectly reasonable, given that not only is this a First Contact 
Scenario, but also given the circumstances that surround it. 



He stopped moving his hand, going back to staring Thel in the eyes. 

"I have no reason to lie to you. Arbiter 'Vadam. Like yourself, I am 
also not a fool. I have no illusions about the current situation, how 
your six ships could likely destroy the fifty of mine just as easily 
as you destroyed this planet. I promise, I had no idea Cerberus had a 
research base on Noveria until we arrived in-system and picked up a 
faint distress beacon." 

Thel was silent for a few seconds. On one hand, he could detect no 
signs that General Petrovsky was doing anything _but_ telling the 
truth. Yet on the other hand, he knew the Human race to be wily, 
manipulative, and sneaky at the worst of times, and downright devious 
mischievous at the best. So, he was taking everything the General 
said with a grain of sand until he had proof other than his word, 
however sincere he seemed. Proof which he hoped would have soon, 
assuming everything with 'Taham's Lance and the Huragok was still 
going to plan. Besides, at least the General knew that his fleet 
wouldn't last more than a few minutes against the combined firepower 
of the Sangheili warships, and thusly would likely not try anything 
underhanded in space. 

"We encountered armored, humanoid troops within the research base, " 
Thel said, choosing not to give an acceptance of belief to 
Petrovsky's admissions of truth and bringing up a different 
subject . 

"I did sent a detachment down to investigate," the General 
said . 

"They fired upon my own investigation team." 

"A misunderstanding. We had not yet established communicat ions by 
that point." 

Thel grunted. "A misunderstanding, " he repeated. His voice hid the 
anger that were it not for General Petrovsky's soldiers tieing up 
Ultra 'Harum's holding force, they might have bought themselves 
enough time to extract the four Mgalekgolo that they had had to leave 
behind. He figured it was time to get to the main line of 
questioning. "When you first contacted us your specific words were, 

' I know both the location of the next artifact you seek, and how to 
retrieve it.' Explain." 

Petrovsky nodded in understanding, not at all offended by the 
Sangheili 's bluntness. With a few taps on the table he dismissed the 
picture of boiling Noveria and replaced it with a star chart of a 
section of the galaxy. Three numbered blobs of purple color were 
interspersed amongst the map, the first connected to the second by a 
line of similar colored purple, and the second connected to the third 
by a purple line as well. 

"Not too long ago Cerberus Research and Development made 
breakthroughs in the reliable detection of Cherenkov radiation 
through the background noise of space." 

Thel had to stop himself from snorting. Detection of Cherenkov 
radiation had been discovered several millennia ago by his species, 
and was child's play to even the most junior of sensor technicians. 
"And?" 



"Our first major reading came from Earth, clocked a short while after 
you and the United Nations Space Command arrived above Earth, " said 
Petrovsky . 

"What do you know of the UNSC?" Thel asked. His curiosity had been 
piqued, he hadn't heard or sought any information about the UNSC 
since they set out on their search for the Keys. 

"I know that they have allied themselves with most of the other major 
powers in the galaxy, and that they are aiding in the fight against 
the Reapers. Other than that, not much. The UNSC, and the Reapers at 
that, are not my concern nor related to my current objectives, " said 
Petrovsky . 

"Hmm, " Thel allowed. If the General didn't want to expand upon the 
subject then neither would he. "Continue." 

"Yes. Well, the second reading we detected came from that Asari 
mining colony you visited. I was able to see the aftermath of your 
encounter with the ReapersaC 1 very impressive." 

"They got in our way, " Thel said, not adding, _Pray that you do not 
as well_. 

"The third reading we caught led us here to Noveria, and to us 
standing here now, " the Cerberus General said. 

"And the fourth reading?" the Arbiter questioned, following the 
thread that Petrovsky was laying down. 

Another series of taps, and another image replaced the one of the 
galactic map, this one much more familiar to Thel. 

Petrovsky motioned towards the mined-out asteroid. His apparent 
distaste for the station was apparent by the scowl on his face. 

"Omega has been a haven for criminals, pirates, terrorists, 
mercenaries, and other malcontents for thousands of years. You'll 
never find a more wretched hive and scum and villainy." 

Thel frowned. Rather, he compressed his mandibles together tightly. 
Petrovsky was watching his expression, guessing correctly that Thel 
harbored as much hate for such lawless creatures as he did. "Let me 
guess, the fourth reading leads here, to this station. 

Omega . " 

Petrovsky nodded. "Correct. We also have recently come upon 
intelligence that says Aria T'Loak, the self-proclaimed overlord of 
Omega, is hiding a well-guarded and well-secured vault deep within 
her base of operations, a nightclub called 'Afterlife.' If you 
continue your trend of pursuing the sources of the Cherenkov 
radiation that we are detecting, than I am betting that whatever you 
are seeking is located there." 

This information, was of course, very interesting to Thel. The 
Arbiter knew everything that Petrovsky had just told him regarding 
the location of the Key of course. He, and every other Sangheili 
under his command, had had images of Omega, Afterlife, and even the 
exact location of the Key vault, burned into their mind along with a 
set of coordinates that they could follow through slipspace to get 



there through the Transmittance. However, General Petrovsky didn't 
_know_ that he knew. Instead, he was trying to use the information of 
the Key's location as a bargaining chip, to get him and his Sangheili 
to agree to something. But to what? That would have to be his next 
question . 

Also, Petrovsky had revealed the method to which they had been 
tracked. Cherenkov radiation. It couldn't be from his ships, as their 
slipspace drives had been made to mask the signature radiation some 
years ago. The Keys had to be giving off the radiation whenever 
Transmittance occurred. That also might explain how the Reapers had 
beaten them to the Asari mining colony. He wondered if there was a 
detachment of the space-Parasites travelling here to Noveria, or to 
Omega, as they spoke. 

"I suppose this information comes at price?" asked Thel warily. 

"No. I give this knowledge away in good faith," the human said, 
smiling slightly. "Instead, what I propose is a temporary mutual 
alliance . " 

"I'm listening," was Thel ' s gruff response. 

"See, our objectives intersect. My goals are to take over the station 
and expel Aria T'Loak and her followers. Your goal is to recover the 
artifact on the same station. Standing between both of us are dozens 
of mercenary warships in space and thousands of heavily armed, 
hardened criminals in the station itself." 

"You want us to help with your takeover of the station?" 

"No. My troops are more than prepared to take the station by 
themselves, but each one of my ships holds a significant portion of 
soldiers. The more vessels I lose in naval combat around the station, 
the less troops I have to commit to the station assault. I saw the 
kind of power that your warships possess. All I ask is for assistance 
in dispatching Omega's warships. Once that is accomplished and the 
station is secure, your contingent came come and retrieve the 
artifact . " 

Petrovsky's proposal was exactly what Thel was expecting. "And then? 
After all of that is done?" 

The Cerberus General shrugged. "We depart on our separate ways if you 
prefer. No questions asked. Or, we could continue our communicat ions , 
if that would be something you desire." 

Thel was silent for a few seconds, giving the appearance of mulling 
the proposition over. In reality, his decision had already been made. 
"I accept your proposal. We shall assist in engaging Omega's defense 
fleet . " 

General Petrovsky grinned. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>They had spent the rest of the meeting discussing stratagem on 
fleet integration, engagement tactics, and going over potential enemy 
deployment patterns. Thel, his guards, and the stealth operatives 
that hadn't been detected had departed the Cerberus General's 



flagship with no issues. <p> 


Now, the Arbiter was back on the _Shadow of Intent_'s command bridge 
along with Shipmaster R'tas 'Vadum, going over the data that Lance 
Leader ' Taham had successfully extracted. 

"So. We kill them?" asked R'tas. 

"Yes. But not yet," Thel answered. 

The data was really quite clear. General Petrovsky had, like Thel had 
suspected, been lying through his teeth. He _had_ known about the 
research base on Noveria and what was going on inside, had orders to 
reclaim the base after the Flood had escaped and killed everyone, and 
had sent troops down to the base not to 'investigate' like he had 
said, but rather to try and retrieve any sample of the original 
Parasitic powder that they could. Foolish. 

They had also come across after-action reports and news segments of a 
massive terrorist attack by Cerberus upon a place called the Citadel, 
apparently a space station even larger than Omega and the center of 
government for the other civilizations that populated the galaxy, 
where thousands of innocent people had been killed. _How 
hypocrit ical_, Thel thought, considering how scornful Petrovsky had 
been of the terrorists he said were on Omega. He would have to get in 
contact with the UNSC soon, the Arbiter decided. It would soon be 
time to fill them in on what they were doing. After they finished 
with this Omega business that was. After all, despite their 
differences, both factions could get behind putting down these 
honorless terrorists. 

"Let them waste their forces on clearing out the station of its 
resisting inhabitants?" R'tas assumed. 

Thel nodded in the affirmative. "Once that is done, you burn their 
ships, and I'll lead the assault that will wipe them from the station 
that they have just claimed. We need a base of operations. This is as 
perfect an opportunity as we could hope for." 

•:k ^ ^ 


><p>The bar was like most others she had been to on Omega. Dark, 
smoky, grungy, and small, with a skanky name that she had forgotten 
as soon as she stepped through the open door. Various unsavory 
characters seated at the few tables in the room gave her a passing 
glance, then returned to their food, drink, and hushed conversation. 
The woman took a quick look around, locating the actual bar in the 
back of the room. She walked over and sat down in a squeaky wooden 
stool, watching as the Batarian bartender lazily made his way over to 
her . <p> 

"Whatcha want?" He asked with with a hint of disinterest. He didn't 
much care for humans. 

"Blue Palaven. Neat," she responded. The bartender nodded, heading 
over to make her drink over. 

"A Blue Palaven? A woman after my own heart." 

She turned her head to the right, seeing a man looking at her two 



stools down the bar. She took a loose strand of shoulder length black 
hair and started twirling it in her fingers. The man's own sandy 
blonde hair was close cropped, and his blue eyes were bright even in 
the gloomy bar light. He was smiling slightly, looking not quite 
straight at her. 

The bartender returned with her drink, and the woman didn't let the 
glass sit on the wooden bar surface for even a second before she had 
taken it in her hand, risen it to her mouth, and downed it in one 
motion . 

"Two this time," the man said to the bartender. He was looking at her 
fully now, body turned around in his stool. "I can probably count the 
number of people who can drain a shot of Blue Palaven in one go on 
both hands . " 

"I'm no stranger to liquor," the woman said, full, red lips smirking 
at him. She propped an elbow on the bar, resting her cheek on a fist 
and returning the man's gaze. 

"What's your name?" the man asked. 

"Joanne . " A lie . 

"Garrett," he responded. Also a lie. 

"So Garrett, come here often?" 

"Eh. Only every so often. To relax, you know." 

"Pretty quiet place from what I gather. Out of the way," Joanne 
observed . 

"Exactly, said Garrett." 

The bartender returned with both of their drinks. "Cheers," said 
Garrett, raising his glass, a gesture which Joanne returned. 

They both downed their respective Blue Palavens, slamming the shot 
glasses down on the bar in unison. Then, they both looked into each 
other's eyes for a long moment, dark green locked with light blue. 
Without any verbal communicat ion, both parties reached a mutual 
decision . 

"Wanna get out of here?" Joanne whispered to confirm, just the right 
amount of seductiveness laced into her voice. 

"Yes," was Garrett's quick, equally hushed reply. 

"I've got a place down the street," Joanne said as they both stood up 
and headed quickly for the door, Garrett laying down a credit chip on 
the bar. 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><p>"Guddamn what I wouldn't give to be a girl. A little purr in your 
voice and a flash of some cleavage and you've got almost any man 
right where you want them."<p> 


Zaeed Massani watched as Jack, recently known as both Subject Zero 



and 'Joanne', finally wrangled off her wig, revealing her shaved 
sides and long chestnut hair on top, which she tied into a ponytail 
behind her head. Next came the fake contacts, which she dumped into a 
nearby trash bin. 

Jack looked at Zaeed, snarling, but her brown eyes gave away her 
hidden playful mirth. "Men have it easier. Trust me." 

Zaeed chuckled. "If you say so." 

The bounty hunter looked down to 'Garret' rendered unconscious by a 
rifle but to the back of the head, and bent over him. He grunted, 
lifting the man's limp form into a nearby metal chair. Jostling the 
body into position, he fixed the metal shackles and leg clamps to 
Garret, securing him in place. 

"Ready? " 

"Yeah. Wake the bastard up." 

Zaeed walked over to the corner of the small, concrete room, and 
picked up a bucket of water. With a mighty heave he launched the 
liquid at the restrained man's face, soaking him thoroughly and 
causing him to come to in a sputter of gasps and coughs. 

"Evan Walker. Or is it Garrett now?" 

Walker's eyes focused on the voice instinctively. "Zaeed Massani. I 
knew it was too much to hope that you were really dead." 

Zaeed crouched on the balls of his feet so that he was at eye level 
with Walker. His grin was nothing but predatory. "You know me Walker. 
This old dog still knows a few tricks." 

"Whatever you want from me you're not gonna get, so you might as well 
just kill me now," the bound man said with conviction. 

False conviction. Zaeed could see right through his brave face. He'd 
been playing the game much longer than Walker had. "Come off it. You 
haven't even heard me offer yet." 

Walker remained silent. Zaeed stood, walking around Walker slowly. 
"It's quite simple really. Tell _me_ who told _you_ to firebomb that 
apartment block you thought we were in, and I'll let you go. 

Easy . " 

"If I do that Aria will have me killed." 

Zaeed shrugged. "I'll get you a ticket off Omega. Anywhere you 
want . " 

"They'll still find me." 

"Well that's a chance you'll just have to take. Otherwisea€ 1 " He let 
the question trail off intentionally, both men knowing what it 
meant . 

"Go to hell, " Walker snarled, shooting daggers at Zaeed with his 
eyes . 



"You asked for it." Zaeed withdrew from the chair to the shadowed 
corner of the room where Jack was waiting. He leaned in close and 
whispered gruffly into her ear, "He's all yours, but remember, don't 
kill him until he talks. There's only so many links left to Aria, and 
he knows how to get to the most important one." 

Jack just nodded. She already knew what Zaeed was telling her, but it 
didn't hurt to reiterate things. She strode over to Walker and looked 
down at him, seeing only a hate-filled glare returned back. 

"Evan Walker," she cooed, "Aria T' Leak's Chief Operations Officer. 
Womanizer. Rapist. Murderer. You know, Zaeed wasn't lying. Tell us 
what we want to know about your boss, and you get to go. 

Promise . " 

Walker gave up nothing but silence. Jack sighed, flexing her hands. 
Blue biotic energy started to swirl around them. 

"Ya'know, most people who get on a biotic's bad side get smashed up 
pretty good. Crushed into paste, lifted and dropped off cliffs, you 
get the drift. Man, I remember this one timeaCl ah, never mind. Sure 
has taught me the best way to wash blood off clothes. But I've been 
there, done that. Just beating you up would bea€ 1 boring. I'm into 
originality. I've been trying this new thing, still not very good at 
it yet. It's all about making the biotics small, precise. Practice 
makes perfect, they say. I sneezed the last time I tried it, guy got 
a massive brain aneurysm. Let's see what happens this 
t imeaC 1 " 

Walker's lips remained tightly-pressed together, but Zaeed could see 
the man's face lose a couple of shades of color even from across the 
room . 

"Tell me Evan," Jack continued, the ensuing questioned rhetorical. 
"Have you ever had your windpipe crushed? You blood vessels shut? 

Your brain compressed in your skull? Your lungs scratched and torn? 
Your heart intentionally stopped, then started again? Nothing enough 
to kill youaC 1 well not right away, at least. But enough to make you 
wish it was. No? Well, allow me to introduce you to someaC 1 _unique_ 
sensations . " 

Zaeed watched her work with one part fascination, one part grimace. 
She had gotten quite good at her unique brand of torture. He didn't 
really like having to use physical pain to extract information from 
subjects, but sometimes they just didn't know what was best for them, 
and Massani was known as a man with little patience. As he watched 
the biotic aura around Jack's hands oscillate, and saw and heard the 
resulting squirms and cries of pain, he once again thought back to 
how he had ended up partnered with the tough, skilled, ruthless 
woman . 

After Shepard had turned the _Normandy _SR-2 over to the Systems 
Alliance, its crew went their separate ways. The Commander, Doctor 
T'Soni, Joker, and EDI had gone to the Alliance. Vakarian had gone 
back to Palaven. Tail had gone back to the Elotilla. Grunt had gone 
back to Tuchanka. Legion had gone back to the Geth. Doctor Solus had 
gone back to Sur'Kesh. Samara had gone back to some planet in the 
Asari Republics. . Thane had gone back to the Citadel and his son. 
Kasumi had just disappeared. Miranda and Jacob had gone into hiding 
for their betrayal of Cerberus. 



But for Zaeed, it was different. His mission, the goal he had been 
working towards for years, had been accomplished with the help of 
Shepard. The Blue Suns were now in tatters. Vido Santiago was dead. 
What had been left for him? More bounty hunter contracts or mercenary 
work? Retirement? But where? His home had been where the money was. 

He had no roots, no home to return to after the workday was 
completed. He hadn't known what he was going to do, until that is he 
had seen that Jack had been in even a worse position that he 
had . 

Jack had nothing except the clothes on her back. Her home had been 
the Normandy, and her family had been its crew, but both had 
departed, leaving her with well-wishes and offers to come to Earth. 
Jack had known that she wouldn't fit in there. Zaeed hadn't been 
about to let the young woman strike out on her own, tough as she 
might have been, so he had extended a hand of partnership which she 
had readily taken. He had found them some easy bounty hunter 
contracts to test the waters, which they had succeeded greatly at. As 
Zaeed lined up increasingly difficult, and increasingly lucrative 
contracts, he had taken Jack under his wing and taught her everything 
he knew about surviving and thriving in the more shade-filled corners 
of galactic society. For three months they had done this, living from 
contract to contract while Zaeed imparted all of his knowledge and 
experience on Jack, who took it in like a plant taking in 
sunlight . 

However, Zaeed' s re-entrance into the contract market had upset some, 
and presented an opportunity for others. The remnants of the Blue 
Sun, probably some eager Captain who was trying to fill the power 
void left by Vido ' s death, had sought to establish his supremacy by 
killing the man who had beheaded their organization. By paying Aria 
T'Loak an exorbitant amount of money, that top Whore of Omega had 
given the new Blue Suns Captain the location of the apartment block 
that Zaeed and Jack were staying at between jobs. 

Or rather, where they _had _been staying. Old habits died hard, so 
Zaeed had used the apartment block as a front, while he and Jack had 
actually stayed in a dingy hotel down the street. They had watched as 
the apartment block, populated with hundreds of men, women, and 
children of all species, burned to the ground. Their quest for 
revenge had started then, one part to kill those who wanted to kill 
them, another part to atone for the innocent lives lost because of 
them. That second part, seeking revenge for wrongdoings done on 
_other _people, was new for Zaeed. Perhaps Shepard had rubbed off on 
him more than he had thought . 

Either way in the next three months they had eliminated the remaining 
leadership of the Blue Suns, including that new Captain who Zaeed had 
cut up very slowly with his knife, until they had found out that Aria 
was behind the entire thing. Thus, why they now had her Chief 
Operations Officer, who had assisted the Blue Suns in firebombing the 
apartment block, shackled to a metal chair and currently reevaluating 
his life choices. 

"Stop. Please God, stop. I'll tell you everything, just stopaC 1 " the 
man sobbed. 


Jack stopped her biotic torture, glancing at Zaeed with a corner of 
her mouth upturned in a smirk. Zaeed raised his eyebrows in quiet 



amusement. They always talked after a session with Jack.. He walked 
slowly over to Walker, who had his head down and was breathing 
raggedly . 

"There's a secure servera€ 1 in a safehouse I have in the Third Block. 
Everything you need is in there. The address and server information 
are in my omni-tool. Take it, and please just let me go," he 
whimpered . 

Zaeed did take the man's omni-tool, marveling at how quick the man 
had succumbed. Jack really was gifted. 

Just then, a loud crackle came from outside, one which they both 

recognized as the station-wide public announcement 

system. 

"_CITIZENS OE OMEGA! THIS IS YOUR RULER, ARIA T ' LOAK . CERBERUS, A 
HUMAN TERRORIST ORGANIZATION, IS ATTACKING THE STATION! THEY AIM TO 
DEPOSE ME, AND ALL OE YOU ALONG WITH ME. TO ARMS! REPEL THE INVADERS, 
OR DIE BY THEIR HANDS ! "_ 

Jack and Zaeed shared a look, equal parts hatred for Aria and 
Cerberus, curiosity about what was going on, and indecision of what 
to do next. 

"What's our move?" Jack asked. 

Zaeed tucked his new omni-tool into a compartment on his belt. He 
then drew his Paladin pistol in one smooth motion and put a bullet in 
Walker's head, not bothering to return it to its hip magplate. 

"Eollow me." 

■jk" ■jk" ■jk" 


><pXstrong>Don ' t forget to review and participate in the poll! Your 
feedback is appreciated ! <strong> 


End 
f ile . 



